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Psychohistorical/Psychoanalytic  
Explorations of the Threats to U.S. 

and World Democracies 
Trump’s Threat to Democracy and His  

Appeal as an Emotional Clarifier in an Era 
of Complexity, Confusion, and Fear 

Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum 

Abstract: Trump’s multifaceted appeal is unique in that millions of voters 
ignore or blame others for his presidential incompetence and focus on his 
emotional and policy messages.  While he plans to continue delivering a 
highly conservative agenda to Christian fundamentalists, conservatives, 
the extremely wealthy, and Whites during his second administration, his 
appeal is primarily emotional in an era of complexity, confusion, fear, 
and identity politics. 

Keywords: American-democracy, culture-wars, Donald Trump, identify-
politics, politicians, politics, racial-displacement, Retribution President, 
Trump-supporters, White-fear 

The reelection of Donald John Trump in 2024 represents an 
existential threat to American democracy.  This threat is based not 
simply on his plans to become a dictator and oft-repeated desire for 
vengeance, politicizing the Department of Justice to punish those 
who stand or have stood in his way—it’s also founded on like-
minded supporters planning for a much more effective administra-
tion than his previous one. 

The four major elements in Trump’s electoral support are: 
One, he is a most unusual, anti-political correctness celebrity politi-
cian who appears strong; two, he plays on the White fears of being 
displaced; three, he harnesses the fear of freedom in our complex 
time; and four, he garners the backing of conservative groups 
whose policies he enacts.  In this paper, I will focus primarily on 
the first three points.  Strong Make America Great Again (MAGA) 
supporters idealize their leader to the extent that they regress to be-
ing like children whose reality is defined by their parents.  Millions 
of others vote for Trump because they always vote Republican and 
are single-issue voters.  Also, their choice is limited in our electoral 
system, and he seems more vigorous and stronger than his oppo-
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nent, or at least the lesser of two evils. 

The Alternate Reality of Trumpland and the Republican Party 
that Embraced It 

Projection is a primary defense of Donald Trump and, there-
fore, of his loyal MAGA followers, including Republican politi-
cians as well as Fox, NewsMax, and other conservative news out-
lets.  They identify with him or are very fearful of his retribution 
and that of his followers.  As a psychohistorical researcher of the 
45th President with ten publications on him, I’ve discovered that his 
denigrating, blaming, and belittling of others represents his own 
disclaimed fears.  No matter how hard and effectively Biden has 
worked not to be involved in the prosecutions of the MAGA lead-
er’s misdeeds, Trump and his minions always assert that it is the 
President who is orchestrating his legal problems.  When convicted 
in the New York hush money trial on all 34 charges, Trump’s de-
voted followers became a chorus echoing his personal fantasy that 
he was convicted at the hands of his presidential rival.  Despite the 
jury’s unanimous decision, his acolytes do not see him as a convict-
ed felon judged by 12 of their fellow American citizens.  Some of 
his followers’ sentiments were expressed in the most prominent 
flag waved by a follower outside of Trump Tower: “Jesus is my 
Savior, and Trump is my President.”  Trumpians see him as their 
savior as well as their president!        

Instead of a nationally recognized truth, we have a situation 
of different echo chambers and a loss of confidence in just what is 
truth, which makes the endless stream of lies flowing from Donald 
Trump possible.  The 45th President calms the fears of his acolytes 
by providing emotional clarity—amidst his lies and contradictory 
statements—by telling them who to mock and hate as a projection 
of his and their own negative feelings.  By excluding non-
Trumpites from his meetings and making them very uncomfortable 
for journalists, he provides a clear, emotional message with the nos-
talgia for his presidency that commentators have been writing about 
of late.  While his attacks on his opponents and the so-called “deep 
state” may encourage cynicism, they also leave his followers feel-
ing better emotionally.  

Another part of Trump’s appeal to voters is nostalgia for 
earlier, much less complex times that are sometimes real but mostly 
imagined.  The Andy Griffith Show (1960-1968), with its mythical 
town of Mayberry, is a major tourist attraction that draws Trump 
voters to where it was filmed.  The complexity of our world is over-
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whelming to so many people, especially to a significant number of 
MAGA supporters.  Thus, the lying simplicity of Trump’s messag-
es is quite reassuring.  His followers idealize their beloved leader 
for splitting the world into good and bad (that is, evil), as well as 
promising to rescue them from the realities of modern multicultural 
America and the incredible difficulties of the world.  Of course, this 
is magical thinking, inhibiting their critical judgment as individuals: 
They become similar to children obeying their parental political 
pied piper.  The critical question is what MAGA supporters get 
from Trump.  The easy answer is that he gives them clarity in a 
complex, confused world, a sense that America can feel almost in-
vincible as it did after WWII.  He is a hero they can look up to who 
will say what they think but don’t usually risk telling others. 

The Psychology of Identity Politics 
We are in an era of identity politics.  In recent elections, de-

spite the reality that most people are much better off economically 
(even though there are winners and losers in the process of capital-
istic globalization), the shift in voter attention has been to issues 
such as race, sexual orientation, gender, and the fear of displace-
ment by asylum seekers and illegal immigrants.  White flight from 
cities to suburbs and exurbia has left most Whites without the 
feared Black or brown neighbors and the alleged danger of liberal-
dominated cities (which actually tend to be relatively safe).  Many 
Americans get this false sense of reality from the media.  Conserva-
tive media portray liberal-run cities as hotbeds of crime and corrup-
tion.  We no longer have nearly nationwide trusted news commen-
tators like Edward R. Morrow and Walter Cronkite, who can ex-
plain the day’s happenings clearly and reassuringly. 

Affirmative action for Blacks may have had limited success 
for the average African American, but it has prompted a strong re-
action among other groups, especially Whites.  Republican political 
strategists like Steve Bannon, who served in Trump’s White House, 
have focused with considerable success on the White American 
sense of being displaced in the media and special programs for dis-
advantaged Blacks.  This is especially the case among losers in the 
globalization process.  It is not just that coal miners in West Virgin-
ia and steelworkers in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and other “Rust Belt” 
states are losing jobs.  They are also losing their identity as proud 
blue-collar Americans trying to hang on to their traditional working
-class identities, hoping to gain access to the middle class.  Trump 
articulates their grievances and makes them feel special.  He claims 
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to be the voice of the voiceless. 

At the same time, the Republican is trying to woo some 
Black men away from Biden, who is trying to keep them voting for 
him in overwhelming numbers.  Yet the optic for Whites who are 
middle-class workers is that Biden and the Democrats are the party 
of Blacks and the bicoastal liberals (beneficiaries of international-
ism, such as Wall Street Jews).  The President’s focus on programs 
to improve the economy for everyone, as well as confronting cli-
mate change and the long-term threats from China dumping prod-
ucts in the global market to make American industries uncompeti-
tive, lacks the clarity that Trump provides with his emotional 
MAGA message of electing him as their savior.   

While it is true that Donald J. Trump angrily comes forth 
with an incredible number of contradictory statements and lies, it is 
the intensity and clarity of his MAGA message that makes Biden 
look much older and weak by comparison.  Trump’s sneering anger 
is so much a part of his appeal to those who feel left out and con-
fused—at the moment, in public opinion polls, fantasy seems to 
dominate over reality for half of the electorate.  Like him, many of 
them are angry and want vengeance since they, too, feel under as-
sault.  Trump’s grandiose attacks appeal to his base because, in 
part, in psychoanalytic terms, they identify with him as their ag-
gressor.  Thus, they feel strong rather than weak and alone!   

Trump’s trials, which have resulted in two impeachments 
and a felony conviction, have thus far increased his support, just as 
Bill Clinton’s impeachment increased his public support over the 
long run.  The basic reason for this is that the public wants a strong 
leader who can withstand all sorts of problems and abuse so they 
can feel safe under his/her leadership.  Beyond this, Trump argues 
that he is taking this abuse in place of his MAGA supporters and 
the populace.  As he said during a rally in Michigan, “I am being 
indicted for you … they are not after me, they are after you, and I 
just happened to be standing in their way” (C-SPAN, 2024, 32:36).  
Trump and so many of his followers live in a world of conspiracy 
theories. 

It is tempting to see half of Trump voters as “a Basket of 
deplorables” (“racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, Islamopho-
bic”), as Hillary Clinton did at a fundraiser in 2016.  However, 
most who have voted for the 45th President and will vote for him 
again in 2024 are very normal Americans.  In the us vs. them of 
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politics, it is important to remember that we are not alone in having 
personal friends who are among the nicest, most giving people 
you’d ever want to meet—and they vote for Trump.  Ultimately, we 
don’t vote for perfect candidates in presidential elections; we vote 
for one of the two choices available on that first Tuesday in No-
vember.         

Keep America White  
White women and men voted in the majority for Trump in 

2016 and 2020.  His White racist appeal is enormous even though it 
is sometimes cloaked in dog whistles, which won him a majority of 
White votes even in blue New Jersey.  Whites in America, while 
not liking to be seen as racist or to see themselves as racist, are very 
uncomfortable with the U.S. becoming multiracial, with non-
Hispanic Whites projected to become a minority according to the 
U.S. Census Bureau projections for 2045 (Frey, 2018).  While it is 
true that there are an incredible number of Afro-American and 
Asian faces on newer TV programs and in advertisements, often 
depicted in multiracial settings, this does not mean that Whites are 
any more comfortable with this change than Blacks were when 
their depiction was as servants and in degrading Stepin Fetchit 
roles.  Many Whites feel they are in danger of being displaced and 
invaded by a horde of Hispanic, Asian, African American, and oth-
er very “different” people entering our country legally as asylum 
seekers and illegally in search of a better life.  Prejudice against and 
fear of “the Other,” Blacks especially, is part of Trump’s family 
history: His father, Fred, was arrested and then released in a 1927 
Ku Klux Klan rally against Catholic New York City police since 
they were allegedly prejudiced against Protestants.   

The Conservative House majority, Trump, and Republicans 
have chosen to keep a Southern border immigration crisis rather 
than come up with a sensible immigration policy based on meritoc-
racy that you can find in Australia or Canada.  The economic losses 
by this approach are also of little importance to those Democrats 
who are too uncomfortable not saying yes to the needy of the 
world.  During his four years in office, Trump was incredibly in-
competent as a political leader (aside from aiding conservative 
causes like appointing conservatives to the Supreme Court, pushing 
for anti-abortion and less government regulation, as well as fewer 
climate controls and lower taxes), as revealed by the many who 
served in his cabinet that are not supporting his reelection 
(Longwell, 2024).  When President Biden negotiated a compromise 
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with the House Republicans on immigration reform last February, 
the Republican nominee was unwilling to give up immigration as a 
political issue this year, and his obedient House Republicans fol-
lowed his orders.  The reality is that, as a businessman selling al-
most anything but his own brand, this MAGA politician has gener-
ally been a failure, as revealed in his bankruptcies when he was not 
bailed out by his father or by banks who considered him too big to 
fail. 

Fear engendered by the perceived illegal immigrant threat to 
the body politic is a crucial source of his support.  When Trump 
declares that undocumented immigrants are “poisoning the blood of 
our country,” he is not just sounding like a Nazi propagandist but 
also touching on the racist fear of the contamination of Ameri-
ca.  The reality of the U.S. needing immigrants is lost in the face of 
the fear that is the hallmark of his Trumpian politics.  During his 
presidency, Trump built only 458 miles along the 1,954-land border 
with Mexico, and only 80 miles of it was a new barrier (Giles, 
2021).  He now promises to deport 10 million or more undocument-
ed residents. 

Millions of Whites can honestly say that Blacks and other 
non-Whites are among their best friends.  Trump has always liked 
to hang around with Black celebrities, especially athletes.  Indeed, 
he followed boxer Mike Tyson to Tokyo on February 11, 1990, for 
a well-paid World Championship fight that saw Tyson knocked out 
in a fight where the odds were 42:1 in his favor.  The people around 
Trump were utterly amazed when he refused to go to Tyson’s lock-
er room to console the formerly undefeated world champion be-
cause he didn’t hang out with “losers.”  Trump denounces fallen 
soldiers as “losers” and “suckers,” unlike at MAGA rallies where 
soldiers are heralded as heroes (Goldberg, 2020, para 2).  His en-
thusiastic adherents ignore this contradiction.  However, the 45th 
President’s politically incorrect disdain for losers fits with Ameri-
ca’s all-or-nothing attitude to sports and politics; if you are not the 
champion, you are the loser.  While screaming about being mis-
treated, Trump always insists that he is the winner, never the loser. 

Fear is the key to MAGA’s appeal!  It is fear of the Oth-
er!  Fear of non-Whites!  Fear of change!  Fear of another COVID-
like contagion!  Fear of asylum seekers and illegal immigrants 
changing America!  Fear of America’s relative decline! Fear of in-
ternationalism!  Fear of AI that will take our jobs!  Fear of an un-
certain future!  Trump’s growing appeal to Black and Hispanic 
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males is based on many of the same fears that Whites have, as well 
as identification with the strongman—the aggressor who disdains 
political correctness in our society split between raw hatred of those 
who don’t share our beliefs and our struggle to be empathetic, in-
clusive, and tolerant.  Trump’s mockery of others as losers has 
emotional support among millions.  Emotionally, he brings his sup-
porters from the complexity of 2024 to the days of good guys (U.S., 
that is, us) and bad guys (Nazis and Soviets). 

The enigma of Trump’s support is that, personally, he is not 
likable because he uses people without concern for their feelings 
and needs.  This is illustrated by one of his trusted employees tell-
ing him when he spoke of running for president that “people just 
don’t like you” (personal communication, June 2016).  This em-
ployee (a college buddy of my neighborhood friend), who had 
served as a judge on one of Trump’s TV shows, was terminated af-
ter Trump came down the escalator of Trump Tower on June 16, 
2015, declaring his run for president.  Less than a year later, Trump 
said at a rally that it was “incredible” that “I could stand in the mid-
dle of 5th Ave and shoot somebody, and I wouldn’t lose any vot-
ers” (Dwyer, 2016, para 2).   

His support remained quite strong despite his chaotic ad-
ministration, failure to achieve his goals in his first administration, 
felony conviction, and totally unpresidential behavior.  However, 
his grandiose claims and certainty calm the fears of millions in the 
face of their fears.  One of the many paradoxes in Trump’s appeal 
is that MAGA supporters see him as the most honest politi-
cian!  This is despite the fact that during his presidency, he had 
made about 30,573 verifiable lies (Kessler et al., 2021).  Clearly, 
millions of Trump supporters confuse his virtually unfiltered angry 
responses with honesty: They can identify with his anger, contempt, 
vengeful statements, victimhood, and general anti-political correct-
ness attitude, to the point of ignoring his many policies that are con-
trary to their economic interests.  His mean demeanor when on trial 
and at times at rallies reflects their own anger at our confusing 
modern world.   

Donald Trump as the MAGA Applauded Dictator  
The 45th President admires authoritarian leaders like Putin, 

Xi, Kim Jong Un, Erdoğan, and Orbán.  In his first term, Donald 
Trump sometimes acted like a dictator.  He made it explicit on Jan-
uary 6, 2021, when he instructed the previously unfailing loyal 
Mike Pence to reject the lawful slate of electors and sent a MAGA 
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crowd to the Capitol to reject his legal loss.  Trump only told his 
supporters to go home when it became clear that the attempt at mob 
action intimidating Congress was failing.  If reelected, he promises 
to pardon those convicted of this attack on democracy and to seek 
vengeance on Biden and his political enemies. 

The Republican’s first term reflected his lack of planning 
for success, disorganized personality, and reliance on mostly tradi-
tional conservative Republican supporters and generals to staff his 
administration.  He plans a much more organized second term, 
promising not to be a dictator except for “Day One.”  Of course, 
dictators won’t willingly give up power after one day.  In a 2025 
administration, Trump will be much more determined to get his 
vengeance and take control of the government, especially the De-
partment of Justice.  Project 2025 provides a blueprint for conserva-
tives, with Trump’s mass MAGA following, to change America 
into an authoritarian dictatorship. 

Former President Trump sees his indictments as a politiciza-
tion of justice and says, “Pandora’s Box is open, and that means 
that I can do it too” (Bort, 2024).  This means he plans to appoint 
supporters to key positions who will not have scruples using them 
for political reasons and indicting Joe Biden and others who he per-
ceives as enemies.  As an authoritarian, he plans to send hundreds 
of thousands of troops to close off the border and build detention 
camps for migrants.  He will not be concerned about the legal rami-
fications of a militarized border.  He has also spoken of bombing 
Mexico to destroy drug labs.  Because of his fantasy that our great 
cities are unlivable, he plans to use the National Guard to fight 
crime and police them.  The death penalty is a high priority for him, 
and he will bring it back in a big way.  Clearly, freedom of speech 
and the press will also be under attack by the “Day One” dicta-
tor.  He wants to delegitimize transgender Americans and to please 
MAGA followers by strengthening gun rights, weakening climate 
controls, and reinvesting in fossil fuels.  Trump also wants to over-
haul the existing education system, which he views as too liberal 
(Knott, 2020). 

The economics of a second Trump term will be quite harm-
ful to the majority of his MAGA followers as well as most Ameri-
cans.  To start with, his plans to heavily tax imported goods will 
raise prices, while his gutting the governmental bureaucracy (by 
declassifying civil service jobs) that protects the health and safety 
of ordinary Americans will be costly.  His tax cuts for the ultra-
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wealthy will also be a great burden paid for in part by ordinary tax-
payers.   

In international relations, his friendly encouragement of 
Russia to “do whatever the hell they want” justifies his isolationist 
inclinations (Sherman, 2024).  The important questions are: Why 
does Trump want such unlimited power, and why do others revel in 
his grandiose claims?  Several psychohistorical scholars and I have 
written about the lack of empathy in his childhood, leading to his 
insatiable and ultimately fruitless drive for adoration, control, mon-
ey, and power.  While Trump may be a failed human being, his 
grandiosity is appealing to millions.  An example of this appeal was 
when a student of mine, who had a summer job as a waiter at the 
Trump National Golf Club in Bedminster, New Jersey, spoke with 
wonder at being given a $100 tip when he brought Trump a 
milkshake.  Trump seemed larger than life to him, as he does to his 
MAGA supporters.   

Trump as a Victim 
Donald John Trump as a victim has become a prominent 

part of his aim to get votes, especially from Blacks and Hispanics, 
but also from ordinary Americans who feel passed over and left be-
hind by the rapidity of change and the complexities in our socie-
ty.  MAGA adherents see themselves as victims of liberal policies 
and the Deep State.  Trump’s early childhood had left him angry 
without sufficient emotional support, so victimhood, which he now 
adopts as a political strategy in seeking to get Black voters, touches 
something deep within his psyche (Rubin, 2024).  As an allegedly 
wrongly convicted felon, he and his strongest advocates loudly pro-
claim that his vindication will come on November 5th.   

Clearly, in the 2024 election, as opposed to the 2016 and 
2020 elections, Trump has a greater appeal to minority males than 
he previously did.  Political correctness and the very idea of femi-
nism infuriate many Trump supporters who also hated the re-
strictions placed on them during COVID-19.  The drive for equality 
for women is pretty frightening to millions of men from all races 
who would like to keep them in subordinate places.  I sense that 
equality for women represents some males’ fears of domination by 
mothers in our earliest years.  Modern democratic developed socie-
ties have been struggling to place women on an equal basis after 
perhaps a 5,000-year history of working hard to keep them subordi-
nate.  Now, men are faced with having to compete with women for 
education, jobs, and status in society.   
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There is also the negative response to the LGBT+ move-
ment, as well as the large numbers of fatherless families, leaving so 
many men looking for masculine heroes, which is what Trump por-
trays himself as being.  Frustrated men are an important element 
among Trump’s voters.  My demoralized former mail clerk, who 
seemed miserable in his government job prior to the 2016 election, 
said that if Trump didn’t win, he would throw himself off the 
George Washington Bridge.  About a year ago, he retired on disa-
bility.  I imagine his devotion to Trump has only grown.      

My colleague Jeffrey Rubin stresses Trump is a victim of 
poor parenting.  While glorifying his father, Fred, in Trump: The 
Art of the Deal (1987) and elsewhere for not being the type who 
played ball with him in Central Park but instead the one who took 
him to work and got him to love the housing business (construction, 
rentals, real estate, etc.), he shows his identification with his fa-
ther’s values.  The reality is that Trump’s grandfather didn’t know 
how to be a good father partly because of family tradition and also 
because he died suddenly during the Spanish Flu when his son Fred 
was 12 years old.  Donald saw his more human brother Fred Jr. be-
ing destroyed by his namesake for not having killer instincts, and 
he was determined not to have the same fate.  Being shunted off to 
the military academy helped to confirm this identity.  When Trump 
determines he is going to get votes by pushing his victimhood, he is 
drawing on a distant but powerful part of his early psycholo-
gy.            

Conclusion: The Grave Threat to Democracy if Trump is 
Reelected 

Donald Trump’s reelection in 2024 represents a grave threat 
to American democracy because he has no respect for its rules and 
the limits of presidential power.  He is planning vengeance against 
his political opponents and those who oppose his unfettered con-
trol.  He promises to be the “Retribution President” who often for-
gets and ignores his promises but remembers and acts on his threats 
lest he be seen as weak, according to James Comey (2024), who 
sees him as a threat to all Americans.  Yet he has a good chance of 
victory, partly because Trump appears stronger than Biden, which 
is related to his vast and often cult-like appeal.  Furthermore, the 
millions of non-MAGA supporters who voted and will vote for 
Trump mostly recognize his inadequacies as a human being be-
cause it’s almost impossible to escape hearing and reading about 
his attempts to overthrow election results when he doesn’t win, 



2024 Threats to Democracy        Page 11          
 

 

bankruptcies, court cases, divorces, extramarital affairs, and deni-
gration of American heroes such as John McCain.  They do so for a 
variety of reasons, including that he serves their causes, such as an-
archistic disdain for the government that serves them, opposition to 
abortion, lowering taxes for the extremely rich, racism, and repul-
sion toward political correctness as he portrays himself as a non-
politician.  

The anger and clarity of the 45th President and the simplicity 
of his core proposals provide certainty to many of his followers 
who don’t bother with the realities of politics.  While Biden has 
used his experience as a legislator and vice president to do an ex-
tremely good job guiding the U.S. economy in the follow-up to the 
pandemic, public opinion polls show support for the economics un-
der Trump as being much more popular than under the 46th Presi-
dent.  The difference between appearance and truth is incredible 
regarding these economic realities.  There is no question based up-
on the 45th President’s prior claims that, should he lose the election, 
he will claim it was stolen from him and that his extreme Right-
wing and predominantly White nationalist followers will potentially 
be a threat to our democracy because some may act on his prior 
comments to the Proud Boys to “stand back and stand by” on Sep-
tember 26, 2020.  Even “lone wolves” can do a lot of damage!   

Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is editor-in-chief of this journal and a 
presidential psychobiographer since 1976.  He may be contacted at 
cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com. 
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Psychoanalytic Meditations on Trump’s 
Danger to Democracy 

Jeffrey B. Rubin—Object Relations Institute 

Abstract: In this essay, the author illuminates the conscious and uncon-
scious threats Trump poses to democracy.  After delineating some of his 
previous misdeeds—from authoritarianism and violating the rule of law 
to squashing dissent and promoting a culture of retribution and venge-
ance—he explores more hidden perils, including murdering reality and 
fostering self-doubt and polarization, as well as undermining the hope 
and energy of younger citizens, which is indispensable to democratic re-
newal. 



2024 Threats to Democracy        Page 13          
 

 

Keywords: alternative-facts, authoritarianism, dividing-the-populace, 
Donald Trump, murdering-reality, self-mistrust, threats-to-democracy  

Historian of the presidency Douglas Brinkley says a second 
Trump term could bring “the end of our democracy and the birth of 
a new kind of authoritarian presidential order” (Cortellessa, 2024).  
Sean Wilentz, a history professor at Princeton University, suggests 
that another Trump administration would be “a kind of overthrow 
from within … [ending] the way we’ve always understood Ameri-
ca” (Montgomery, 2022).    

 Dismissing forecasters of democratic doom as deluded is 
tempting.  It is emotionally terrifying to look directly at the insanity 
of everyday political life in America in 2024, which is an unprece-
dented threat to democracy.  Then, it is natural and easier to mini-
mize and turn a blind eye to the massive risk Trump poses if 
reelected.  However, his behavior in and out of office has only con-
firmed Professors Brinkley and Wilentz’s disturbing assertions.  
From subverting a bedrock of democracy, the rule of law, by trying 
to steal the 2020 presidential election and refusing to accept Presi-
dent Biden’s victory to encouraging the January 6th insurrection and 
continuing to foment lawlessness and violence, Trump’s tenure on 
the political stage has been an assault on, and a subversion of, the 
democratic process.   

The horrifying reality, which Trump has admitted, is that if 
elected, he would be more authoritarian and despotic than what we 
have been subject to these last eight nightmarish years.  In inter-
views with Trump and conversations with more than a dozen of his 
closest advisors, what emerges is Trump’s conviction that he was 
“too nice” in his first term and would not make that mistake again 
(Cortellessa, 2024).  Trump indicated that he intends to establish 
“an imperial presidency that would reshape America and its role in 
the world” (Cortellessa, 2024).  This is consistent with Trump di-
vulging to Fox News host Sean Hannity in December 2023 that he 
would be a “dictator,” though “only on Day One.”  One small prob-
lem: History and psychology teach us that dictators never give up 
their power and authority once they have it after one day or a hun-
dred—they only try to expand it.  Cortellessa (2024) reports that 
“allies are laying the groundwork to restructure the presidency in 
line with a doctrine called the unitary executive theory, which holds 
that many of the constraints imposed on the White House by legis-
lators and the courts should be swept away in favor of a more pow-
erful commander in chief.”  
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Borrowing from psychoanalysis, we might view Trump’s 
threat to democracy on at least two levels: one manifest or con-
scious and the other latent or unconscious.  What is conscious are 
things like his ceaseless obsession with the Big Lie, which doesn’t 
have a shred of evidence or validity, and his undermining of demo-
cratic institutions by putting himself above the law through defying 
subpoenas and menacing and threatening jurors, witnesses, legal 
officials, and their families.  

What is also conscious is the way Trump encour-
ages censorship, undermines free speech, and squashes dissent.  He 
actively promotes a culture of retribution and vengeance.  It is not 
surprising then that Republican leaders and voters are terrified of 
challenging his anti-democratic actions.  If they do, they are con-
demned and brutalized.  

Another conscious Trumpian threat to democracy is that if 
reelected, he will most certainly strengthen gun rights and loosen 
climate controls.  What is more elusive—although no less im-
portant—are Trump’s unconscious threats to democracy.  The way 
he murders reality and sows the seeds of self-mistrust and divides 
and demoralizes the populace.  This destroys the idealism, energy, 
and hope of younger generations, which is crucial to democratic 
renewal. 

Murdering Reality  
Imagine the following.  Your partner has an affair, which 

devastates you.  When you attempt to address it, he (or she) denies 
it.  You know he is lying.  When you ask: “Why would you insist 
on the truth of a provable falsehood?”  He replies, “I am giving 
“alternative facts.”  

“Your alternative facts are lies,” you respond in a self-
confident and assertive tone.  At first, you feel betrayed, hurt, and 
angry.  But as time goes on, self-doubt commingles with rage.  De-
spite your certainty, self-mistrust arises.  You love your partner, 
and he seemed so self-assured when he provided his alternative 
facts.  You begin to wonder if you were wrong and too accusatory. 

 You discuss this with your psychotherapist, who listens at-
tentively, looks troubled, and doesn’t say much.  Toward the end of 
the session, you say that you would really appreciate some feed-
back.  Your therapist looks pensive, pauses, and speaks slowly: 
“You have discussed this kind of issue several times,” she says.  
“Your husband’s ‘alternative facts’ sound suspiciously like false-
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hoods masquerading as truth, which is a lie … I think you are being 
gaslighted.”  You sense she’s right and feel disoriented, which you 
tell her.  “Trust in the validity of our experience is psychological 
oxygen—indispensable for our survival,” she says.  “Without it, we 
feel unmoored, doubt our sanity, and feel crazy.  You look disori-
ented, like a deer in headlights.  It is very unsettling when someone 
gaslights us and remakes reality in their own image and challenges 
and undermines our sense of reality.” 

Facts exist—and matter—in a democracy, no less than in a 
family.  Facts and truth are the bedrock of democracy, as Dan Ra-
ther noted after Kellyanne Conway first used the phrase “alternative 
facts” to rationalize away White House Press Secretary Scott Spic-
er’s conscious lies about the size of Trump’s inauguration crowd on 
January 20, 2016.  When there is no difference between fact and 
fiction, there is no shared reference point to comprehend and navi-
gate the world or communicate with each other.  Confusion and 
chaos reign.  

Trump was the 45th President of the United States.  Joe 
Biden was the 46th —even if Trump and a disturbing number of Re-

publican leaders and voters deny that fact and reality.  Trump is a 
deeply traumatized man who never faced his horrible personal his-
tory, so it is predictable that he foists it on an unsuspecting world.  
There is no antecedent world of facts for Trump—there is only his 
child-like attempt to remake reality whole-cloth out of his con-
scious desires and wishes and unconscious fears.  Trump is a patho-
logical liar who murders truth and reinvents reality in his own dis-
torted image.  He replaces it with disinformation, deceptions, and 
delusions, which turns reality upside down and inside out, leaving 
us on shaky ground, doubting ourselves amid the unending fog of 
lies.  This is a horrific challenge to the democratic process.  

 In our Trumpian-inspired post-truth, anything-goes uni-
verse, there is a runaway, self-destructive relativizing and flattening 
of human experience, which leads to nihilism.  There is no baseline 
reality or objective truth.  No viewpoint is as valid as any other, 
which undermines expertise and leaves us all without a common 
basis to understand our experiences or communicate with each oth-
er.  Lies and suspect ideas can replace valid and viable ones.  
Trump’s medically ignorant and irresponsible claims about unprov-
en treatments for COVID-19, like hydroxychloroquine, become on 
par with recommendations from doctors with great experience, 
which resulted in unnecessary deaths and fear and terror and doubt 
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about legitimate, scientifically-proven remedies. 

Citizens Divided Against Themselves 
In two different ways, Trump contributes to a dysfunctional 

and paralyzing polarization of the populace, which fosters massive 
anger and alienation.  He has seeded what Kim Lane Scheppele, a 
Princeton professor and expert on authoritarian regimes, calls a 
“culture of permission,” in which everyone has a “green light” to 
violate familiar and longstanding norms about civility and human 
decency.  Trump’s sadism, cruelty, and ceaseless hostility toward 
and demonization of anyone he perceives as standing in his authori-
tarian way encourages and perpetuates a politics of grievance, re-
sentment, and rage.  That promotes a Hobbesian every-man-for-
himself universe, which deeply contributes to creating a divided 
world in which couples, family members, and former friends feel 
enormous distrust and seek solace in narrow, authoritarian political 
or religious alliances.   

Cortellessa (2024) asked Trump: “Don’t you see why many 
Americans see such talk [Trump’s authoritarian plans] as contrary 
to our most cherished principles?”  No, Trump replied, “I think a 
lot of people like it.”  In a scary, topsy-turvy world with few stable 
foundations, it is not surprising that people who feel persecuted, 
shunned, and powerless would be seduced by an authoritarian who 
claims to be fighting for them—even though he cares about no one 
but himself.  These exclusionary communities of people who feel 
spurned by both political parties and cast adrift offer the illusion of 
a home and seem to solidify the lives of their members and provide 
a firmer ground to stand on, even as this generates enormous enmi-
ty toward fellow citizens who belong to groups with different ideo-
logies.  

Not only does Trump alienate us from each other—and the 
emotional bonds that might sustain and enrich us—he contributes to 
our alienation from ourselves: eroding, if not crippling, the self-
trust and imaginative capacity of American citizens, who are brain-
washed into following a despotic, erstwhile cult-leader, who is 
emotionally a child.  

What’s hidden in plain sight, like Poe’s “Purloined Letter,” 
but perhaps unconscious, is the impact of all of this—it is part of 
the reason most people feel a difficult-to-articulate collective bewil-
derment and demoralization, fatigue, and malaise.  It also kills faith 
and hope in government, institutions, leaders, and our prospects.  



2024 Threats to Democracy        Page 17          
 

 

When the rule of law is undermined and institutions don’t protect 
us, when dissent is squashed, when reality is annihilated, when the 
bonds that might unite us are eroded, visions of a better world fade, 
and it is even more difficult to rouse the energy needed to re-
envision and renew the unfinished project of democracy.  

Jeffrey B. Rubin, PhD, practices psychoanalysis and psy-
choanalytically-oriented psychotherapy in New York City and 
North Salem, NY.  The author of six books, he teaches at the Ob-
ject Relations Institute of New York City, the American Institute of 
Psychoanalysis, and the C. G. Jung Institute of NY.  He also pre-
sents to the Psychohistory Forum, of which he is a Research Asso-
ciate.  His pioneering approach to therapy was featured in The New 
York Times Magazine.  
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I’ll Tell You What is Deplorable 

Jeffrey B. Rubin—Psychohistory Forum  

Back Story: I was troubled by Hillary Clinton’s characterization of racist, 
sexist, and homophobic Trump supporters as deplorable and the latter’s 
contempt toward Democrats.  I felt that the disrespect of both sides hid 
the horrifying realities of contemporary life that, to me, are deplorable. 

Keywords: deplorable, ecosystem, gaslight, hatred, irrational-rage, mur-
dering-truth, poverty, selfish-political-leaders, tribalism 

Calling anyone deplorable is deplorable. 

Being a leader who doesn’t care about his—or her—constituency is 
deplorable. 

Murdering truth is deplorable. 

Gaslighting is deplorable. 

Cultural pollution that impoverishes our imagination is deplorable. 
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Colonizing our imagination is deplorable. 

Craziness masquerading as normalcy and sanity is deplorable. 

Sowing massive confusion is deplorable. 

Resurgent tribalism is deplorable. 

Hating a person because they are different is deplorable. 

Unleashing irrational rage is deplorable. 

Half the country viewing the other half as despicable is deplora-
ble.   

Poverty is deplorable. 

Destroying the ecosystem that sustains us is deplorable. 

 Jeffrey B. Rubin’s biography can be found on page 17.    

Donald Trump and the Fascism Question 

Karyne Messina—Private Practice 

Abstract: This paper explores whether Donald Trump has become a fas-
cist.  In this context, his brand of leadership will be examined to deter-
mine if it is reminiscent of fascism exhibited by strongmen of the past or if 
it fell short of that type of leadership until he incited citizens to rise 
against our democracy during the insurrection of 2021.  As the parallels 
between Trump and historical strongmen become more apparent, we must 
understand the implications of such a power shift, which we also need to 
consider within a larger conversation about the threat to global democra-
cies within the framework of the 2024 U.S. presidential election. 

Keywords: 2024 U.S. presidential election, democracy, Donald Trump, 
fascism, global-politics, January 6th insurrection, Project 2025, strong-
man, toxic-leadership 

This paper examines whether Donald Trump’s actions are 
steering us toward a form of government reminiscent of fascism—a 
crucial exploration since our democracy is at risk.  As the parallels 
between Trump and historical as well as current strongmen become 
more apparent, we must understand the implications of such a pow-
er shift.  

“Strongman” Donald Trump and the Implications of Project 
2025 

In a speech on Veteran’s Day in 2023, Trump’s language 
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took a dark turn, describing political foes as “vermin” who needed 
to be “rooted out.”  Trump added that “the threat from outside forc-
es is far less sinister, dangerous and grave than the threat from 
within” (Bender & Gold, 2023).  New York University professor 
and author of Strongmen: Mussolini to the Present (2020), Ruth 
Ben-Ghiat, believes Trump’s Veteran’s Day speech is “echoes of 
fascist rhetoric, and they’re very precise” (Bender & Gold, 2023).  
Trump’s bombast reveals his capacity to dehumanize people in a 
way that can leave others in a state where they find they don’t have 
much of a voice.  You might think, “This is America.  Fascism 
can’t happen here.”  However, the new handwriting on the wall 
may be telling a different story since it appears as though the for-
mer president and his aides seem to be moving in that direction.    

In addition to what has happened in the past, many of 
Trump’s statements sound more like words that were spoken by 
Hitler and Mussolini, especially in his current presidential bid.  This 
could mean it’s only a matter of time before America loses its 
standing as a democratic nation, which seems particularly likely 
when one considers “Project 2025” and its accompanying “180-
Day Playbook.”  The latter is a plan developed by conservative bil-
lionaires who have created an anti-democratic blueprint for the 
United States that Trump intends to implement. 

Barrington Salmon (2024) suggests that Project 2025 is a 
“sweeping rightwing blueprint for the next Republican president, 
Trump or not, to run the country for the foreseeable future” (para 
1).  If the document were merely advocating for lower taxes and 
greater state autonomy, we wouldn’t be discussing it.  Instead, Pro-
ject 2025 calls for conservative “warriors” to “defund the Depart-
ment of Justice, dismantle the FBI, break up the Department of 
Homeland Security and eliminate the Departments of Education 
and Commerce” (Salmon, 2024, para 2).  This is not a blueprint for 
a democratically-elected leader—it is a roadmap for a fascist’s first 
100 days.  Importantly, “Project 2025 offers proposals to deregulate 
targeted industries, privatize government functions 
and help American corporations to make more money at the ex-
pense of American workers, the middle class and everyone except 
the oligarchs and the 1%” (Salmon, 2024, para 4).   

People around the globe are surprised that many Americans 
seem unconcerned about the 2024 presidential election.  This is par-
ticularly curious since many people in the world community think 
the American presidential election is the most important issue to-
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day.  It’s hard for them to understand why some people in our coun-
try are so blasé since many global citizens wait with bated breath to 
see if Trump will return to the White House.  They appear to fear he 
could spearhead a movement that might greatly affect or perhaps 
even end democracies in other countries.   

The juxtaposition between these different attitudes is strik-
ing.  It may be related to the fact that some Americans think our 
form of government is a given.  However, others are worried about 
the former president’s disdain for the underpinnings of liberty and 
justice for all as well as his disregard for the outcome of elections.  
His way of pandering to autocratic leaders, including Viktor Orbán, 
Vladimir Putin, and Chinese President Xi Jinping, among others, 
seems to be characteristic of an attitude he learned from his authori-
tarian father, which is also quite alarming. 

These new, anti-American plans Trump and his team are 
preparing are important because the former president’s foray into 
authoritarianism is supported by certain primitive mechanisms of 
defense that divide and conquer by figuratively separating people 
into categories of good and bad.  This mental maneuver, known in 
the world of psychoanalysis as “splitting,” has been illustrated in 
the way he treats immigrants who, in his book, are unworthy of de-
cent treatment.  This is discussed in detail in my book, Resurgence 
of Global Populism: A Psychological Study of Projective Identifica-
tion, Blame-shifting and the Corruption of Democracy (2022). 

There is the question of whether or not Trump is exploring a 
new, darker path, or if he is simply being Trump, spinning yarns 
that may sound different but are being put forth to save himself 
from his political entanglements.  Is he projecting aspects of him-
self he can’t tolerate onto others—as he has always done—or is his 
more punitive rhetoric different and a harbinger of a new phase in 
our country?  These are the questions we need to consider within a 
larger conversation about the threat to global democracies around 
the world.  We don’t yet know the answer, but the months that pre-
cede the 2024 U.S. presidential election are an important time in 
history that may very well set a different tone in world politics.   

 Another essential factor to consider is Trump’s apparent 
contempt for representative government.  When a leader under-
mines the political framework of his country for personal gain, we 
hope the system has enough safeguards to prevail.  However, that 
system is at risk when a leader dismantles those protections and un-
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dermines the functioning of a stable democracy without serious re-
percussions.   

 An additional problem arises from Trump’s demanding total 
loyalty from his advisors—no Lincoln-inspired team of rivals 
here—and that fealty mandate can actually hurt his own goals.  
Consider his criminal hush money trial in New York City.  Experts 
say he has assembled one of the finest legal teams he’s ever hired, 
all hailing from Manhattan law firms, but it appears this legal team 
is pursuing a flawed and potentially risky strategy.  Why?  Trump is 
their client, and they must oblige his wishes.  Ankush Khadori 
(2024) suggested that Trump’s lawyers were unable to manage their 
client, whose preferred defense tactic is to “attack, attack, attack,” 
even when that strategy doesn’t work.  We could see this kind of 
treatment as a precursor for what Trump would do in a second pres-
idency—if you don’t do what Trump wants, you’re out.    

The unwinding of democracy begins with undermining the 
self-government, wherein the first step toward this disruption af-
fects those tasked with upholding the rule of law.  When these civil 
servants come under fire for doing their jobs, it will be hard, if not 
impossible, to carry on without feeling deflated.  Eventually, some 
public servants will say, “Why am I doing this?”  While some may 
stay to try to uphold the pillars of democracy, others can’t bear the 
burden or strain of a government for the people, led by the people, 
in the throes of being unraveled. 

Let’s consider the cult-like, charismatic characteristics of 
populist leaders who dictate what their base should say and do.  
These leaders are so effective because of their ability to convince 
their followers that they are special and have been maltreated by 
their shared oppressors.  While there has been much speculation 
about Donald Trump’s leadership style, reliable information has 
come from Mary Trump, Donald Trump’s niece and a clinical psy-
chologist, who has observed him for many years.   

In an interview with Christiane Amanpour, Dr. Trump said 
her uncle acts like a young child because he was never allowed to 
grow up.  Describing Trump’s childhood as one that was strongly 
influenced by a tyrannical, authoritarian father, she also said this 
man, her grandfather, was “a straight-up sociopath” (Esperanza, 
2024).  Since Donald was the favorite son of Fred Trump, Sr., dur-
ing this timeframe, he knew what he had to do to stay on his fa-
ther’s good side.  From this vantage point, it makes sense that Don-
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ald Trump seems comfortable seeking approval from authoritarian 
strongmen because he did that for his entire childhood.   

Could the Former President be as Dangerous as Hitler and 
Mussolini? 

It’s hard to imagine that anyone could entertain the possibil-
ity that Trump might be more heinous than two of the modern 
world’s most brutal dictators.  However, this claim has been made 
by a former U.S. Senator, Claire McCaskill, who said, “A lot of 
people have tried to draw similarities between [Benito] Mussolini 
and [Adolf] Hitler and the use of the terminology like ‘vermin’ and 
the drive that those men had towards autocracy and dictator-
ship” (Mastrangelo, 2023, para 2).  She goes on to say, “The differ-
ence, though, I think makes Donald Trump even more dangerous, 
and that is he has no philosophy he believes in” (Mastrangelo, 
2023, para 2).   

The writer of this article, Domnick Mastrangelo, who shares 
McCaskill’s words, is another critic who fears that Trump’s lack of 
a philosophy makes him so dangerous.  Trump also has an insatia-
ble need to “fill himself up with praise,” according to Mary Trump, 
who also said his “deep-seated insecurity” formed “a black hole of 
need that constantly requires the light of compliments that disap-
pear as soon as he soaked them in” (Trump, 2020, pp. 197-198). 

What would the United States look like without a democrat-
ic form of government?  What would “decline” look like?  Accord-
ing to the Brookings Institute, democracies rarely fall because of a 
coup—not in today’s world.  Instead, in 2024, there is a subtle, 
steady decline.  It is an erosion that occurs over time.  Two major 
indications of a shift in democratic principles seem to be occurring 
at present: election manipulation and the lack of equal authority 
shared by the three branches of government.  Vilification of politi-
cal opponents has also increased in recent years, weakening demo-
cratic ideals.  These types of issues reflect an inability to communi-
cate effectively.  When people are polarized in this way, there is 
little or no respect for the opinions or rights of others.  From a psy-
chological perspective, people in this category are in a world where 
everyone is out for him or herself. 

Given the precarious state of our government, the vulnera-
bilities we are seeing are particularly troublesome.  This may partly 
be because the United States only guaranteed that all Americans 
could vote as recently as 1965.  Despite this fact, some people in 
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our country seem to feel as though our way of governing has “been 
around forever,” but that notion is only a fantasy.  We are a new 
democracy with no guarantee of longevity. 

The Many Faces of Fascism 
 When reading Roger Griffin’s theories on this topic, it is 

easy to see why the concepts associated with the word “fascism” 
are not easy to understand.  This is due to the fact that, while au-
thoritarian governments may seem similar, they usually have a 
number of different goals.  Even though the destruction and devas-
tation that is caused may look similar, at the end of the day, the 
means of getting to the final outcome usually vary quite a bit.  To 
add to the complexity of this issue, Griffin says that people who are 
educated in the West believe they know what fascism means until 
they try to explain it, at which time, the topic becomes increasingly 
less clear.  That observation makes it even more important to wres-
tle with the topics associated with this word since groups within our 
country believe they or others are following in the footsteps of Eu-
ropean autocratic leaders from the early 1930s—leaders who were 
operating within authoritarian and nationalistic Right-wing systems 
of government.   

Donald Trump, unlike most world leaders, had no political 
experience before entering the political arena in the summer of 
2015.  Since he changed political affiliations several times before 
entering the race, his political position seemed to be based on the 
viewpoints of former presidents.  His platform appeared to consist 
of a little bit of this and a little bit of that cobbled together to make 
it appear as though he had a strong position that the average Ameri-
can could identify with while not changing their views in radical 
ways.  Rather than believing in Trump’s ever-changing ideas, what 
appealed to people was the fact that he promised his followers they 
could become a part of something big, something great again.   

While many policies he espoused seem original, Trump’s 
“Make American Great Again” (MAGA) tagline harkens back to 
the post-WWII days.  Both Reagan and Clinton used similar slo-
gans.  However, Trump, who had long specialized in branding, 
made the slogan and its acronym, MAGA, synonymous with his 
argument that the country had lost something vital, and he was 
ready to fight to regain it.  Trump’s ignorance of history prevented 
him from being labeled a fascist.  He was a former Democrat who 
became a Republican and then changed his party affiliation at least 
two more times.  He lied incessantly.  But lying and having no po-



Page 24       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

litical ideology did not make him a fascist at that point. 

Is There a New Brand of Toxic Leadership Emerging across the 
Globe Peppered with Claims of Victimization? 

America isn’t used to fascist leaders, so it’s a difficult issue 
to fully understand now that Trump may be reelected.  One person 
who thinks the former president is moving in that direction, as men-
tioned earlier, is Ruth Ben-Ghiat from New York University.  She 
believes that a common trait among authoritarian leaders is their 
need to play the role of a victim.  As an example, she says Silvio 
Berlusconi played the victim card in Italy, similar to how Trump 
plays it in the United States.   

Another interesting question emerges with the use of the 
term “witch hunt” as an allegory to describe political persecu-
tion.  It suggests that Trump and Berlusconi tried to paint the 
most negative image possible of their accusers.  In the 21st century, 
claiming to be a victim of a witch hunt also implies someone is suf-
fering from extreme paranoia; to think people are after you to the 
point of burning you at the stake or hanging you is beyond hyper-
bole.  We can only hope that Trump is unaware of how misogynis-
tic his references to witch hunts can be since it was reported that 
millions of women have been killed because of these atrocities 
(Cassese, 2018). 

Mussolini and Erdoğan have also said they have been vic-
tims of witch hunts.  Whether the use of these words was meant to 
be literal or figurative, the references illustrate very poor taste be-
cause of the suffering women had to endure.  Unfortunately, it is 
still practiced in some areas of the world, including Africa, South-
east Asia, and Latin America. 

The connecting thread among these leaders is the way they 
bond with people by giving them basic information about how they 
are mistreated.  Then, when the audience nibbles, they feed them a 
meal of paranoid stories and the persecution they have had to en-
dure.  By that point, their followers have been taken in by their nar-
ratives.  The hooks were set, so to speak; followers were there for 
the taking. 

Did a New Type of Fascism Emerge After the Insurrection? 
Americans don’t want to think we are moving toward a fas-

cist government.  It’s uncomfortable and doesn’t make a lot of 
sense to people who have only lived in a democracy.  Yet more and 
more political analysts are wondering if the term is appropriate.  
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This shift seemed to come about because of the insurrection and the 
findings of the January 6th Commission.   

 Though some people who have been writing about Trump 
seem to be thinking more about the possibility that he is just now 
transforming into a fascist, one person who has resisted using that 
term in recent years, despite his serious questioning of the former 
president’s behavior, is Christopher R. Browning, the Frank Porter 
Graham Professor of History Emeritus at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill.  Now, because of Trump’s more aggressive 
behavior, he has reconsidered the use of the word.  Currently, he 
uses the term “isolationist fascism,” a concept he considers to be an 
oxymoron, but “Trump continues to break every mold” (Browning, 
2023).  

 Browning comes close to saying Trump is an outright fascist 
but seems to stop short by adding that other leaders have done far 
worse things, such as putting a hold on elections, throwing people 
in jail without giving them a chance to face their accusers, and turn-
ing countries into one-party systems.  Even with his own term, 
“isolationist fascism,” he seems to be saying Trump is close to be-
ing an outright fascist, but he isn’t quite there yet.  However, he 
suspects a second Trump presidency with a far more organized 
campaign will seal the deal, especially since we have been told that 
retribution will be carried out against Trump’s perceived enemies 
while total devotion of his team will be required. 

Robert Paxton, a historian of fascism at Columbia Universi-
ty, also changed how he viewed Trump after the insurrection.  He 
said, “I have been reluctant to use the F word for Trumpism, but 
yesterday’s use of violence against a democratic institution crosses 
the red line” (Matthews, 2021, para 3). 

 Ruth Ben-Ghiat shifted her thinking as well, saying in Octo-
ber 2020 that she preferred using the word “authoritarian” instead 
of “fascist” when referring to Trump (Matthews, 2021, para 4).  
However, by February 23, 2024, she had heard enough of a shift in 
Trump’s rhetoric and underlying message that she feels we have 
entered a new, dangerous zone: “It [fascism] can happen anywhere.  
And indeed, nowadays, they tell you what they’re going to do 
ahead of time.  And that’s what Trump and his enablers are do-
ing” (McNamara, 2023, last para).  

 After reviewing many articles about Donald Trump’s presi-
dency, in many ways, his administration didn’t seem organized 
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enough to be categorized by any concept that has been used in the 
past because there weren’t organizing principles that held it togeth-
er as a consistent political philosophy.  However, as fascism experts 
and other people with expertise in democracy have said, inciting 
citizens to overturn our American government crossed a line.  
Trump is no longer an aggressive bully or a contrarian.  I think he is 
a fascist, a view that is underscored by his plans for the future, as 
spelled out in Project 2025, which is also known as The 2025 Presi-
dential Transition Project. 

 Karyne Messina, EdD, is a psychologist and child, adoles-
cent, and adult psychoanalyst.  In addition to maintaining a full-
time private practice in Chevy Chase, Maryland, she is on the medi-
cal staff of Suburban Hospital in Bethesda, Maryland, which is part 
of Johns Hopkins Medicine.  She is a podcast host for the New 
Books Network and chair of the Department of Psychoanalytic Ed-
ucation’s Scholarship and Writing section, which is part of the 
American Psychoanalytic Association (APsA).  She is a member of 
the AI Council of APsA (CPI).  She has also written and edited six 
books, including most recently Barbie and the Great American 
Identity Crisis: The Unfortunate Reality of a Nation Plagued by 
Racism, Patriarchy, and Stark Hypocrisy (PI Press, 2024).  Her 
topics focus on applying psychoanalytic ideas to real-world issues 
that we all face in our complex world.  She can be contacted at 
dr.karynemessina@gmail.com.  Learn more about her work on her 
website, drkarynemessina.com. 
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Does Malignant Narcissism Fit Trump? 

Richard Wood—Wayne State University 

Abstract: This article considers whether the salient characteristics of ma-
lignant narcissism, as defined by the author’s previous work with this 
concept, capture significant landmarks of Trump’s personality, making 
him a threat to U.S. democracy. 

Keywords: contrivance, destruction-of-voice, Donald Trump, intimacy, 
intolerance-of-vulnerability, investment-in-strength, malignant-
narcissism, president, projective-identification  

This brief article attempts to compare Trump’s biographical 
record with six of the characteristics that I relied upon as crucial 
markers connoting my formulation of malignant narcissism.  In my 
original book, A Study of Malignant Narcissism: Personal and Pro-
fessional Insights (2022), I provide an extensive literature review of 
the propositional diagnosis of malignant narcissism.  I also describe 
my model of malignant narcissism in a much more thoroughgoing 
and detailed fashion than it is possible to do in the scope of a short 
article like this. 

Providing a portrait of a real person whom one has never 
met nor worked with clinically is, to some extent, a trepidatious 
venture.  Still, it has also been undertaken by clinicians/writers who 
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have acted as psychohistorians on multiple occasions.  Providing 
such portraits may raise concerns about the legitimacy of painting a 
picture of someone’s psychological function in the absence of di-
rect clinical examination; doing so, however, can be offset by con-
cern about the harm that such personalities may create for the gov-
erned.  These matters have been discussed at great length in Bandy 
X. Lee’s The Dangerous Case of Donald Trump (2017).  I also re-
view some of these concerns in my most recent book, Psychoana-
lytic Reflections on Vladimir Putin: The Cost of Malignant Leader-
ship (2024). 

The six characteristics I propose using are: strength and in-
tolerance of vulnerability; compromised empathy and cruelty; de-
struction of voice; contrivance and intimacy; impulsivity and reck-
lessness; and projective identification, splitting, and blame shifting.  
In examining these themes, I will draw upon some of the vast litera-
ture that documents various aspects of Trump’s pre-presidential life 
and his actions as president.  

As I turn toward discussing investment in strength and intol-
erance of vulnerability, it may be helpful to briefly flesh out what I 
mean by this construct.  People who make such an investment and 
are malignantly narcissistic do so in an obdurate, reflexive way that 
constrains them from offering responses mitigated by mutuality of 
respect, an awareness of the other’s realities, or a willingness to 
acknowledge fallibility and errors.  Apology is entirely out of reach.  
Others’ vulnerabilities are experienced as opportunities to be ex-
ploited.  In the face of virtually any challenge, the only possible 
response is attack, which is typically marked by diminishment, hu-
miliation, and/or attempts to obliterate.  Aggression is endemic and 
pervasive.   

Strength and investment in invulnerability are supported by 
rage and grandiosity.  The latter facilitates merciless rapacity and 
unbridled entitlement such people direct toward others who are per-
ceived as either “weak” or standing in their way.  The former grows 
out of the starvation malignant narcissists’ experience as their rigid, 
unyielding “toughness” prevents them from partaking in human 
exchanges largely defined by the actualities that make us human.  
This includes our need for each other, our capacity to love one an-
other in spite of (or perhaps because of) our imperfections, our abil-
ity to laugh at ourselves and each other in a genial way, and our 
deeply embedded, defining desire to be generative with one anoth-
er—that is, to capitalize upon opportunities that arise in relation-
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ships to help us better appreciate and understand the dependent, 
flawed, all too human aspects of ourselves so that we can grow 
through them in constructive ways.  In such a fashion, we can en-
sure our relationships with others are informed by compassion.   

In the absence of being able to share the human parts of 
themselves, an individual is subjected to profound starvation of the 
spirit, reliant upon fame, money, status, power, and acts of domina-
tion to fill the self in lieu of genuine, sustaining connection.  It is 
this terrible absence that produces rage, which derives from an un-
requited hunger that the malignant narcissist can never satisfy, no 
matter how acquisitive he is.  Tragically, the more destructive acts 
that the malignant narcissist performs to sate his desperate, unre-
lenting appetites, the more frightened he becomes and the more im-
portance his combativeness and investment in strength assumes as 
he feels increasingly besieged not only by a hostile surrounding 
world but by an inner one populated with toxic, malevolent image-
ry.  

In discussing the characteristic “investment in strength and 
intolerance of vulnerability,” I would like to turn to psychologist 
Dan P. McAdams’s June 2016 article in The Atlantic.  McAdams 
reviews Trump’s relationship with his father, Fred, who is described 
as a brutal, endlessly acquisitive man who directs contempt toward 
others—including members of his own family—who demonstrate 
weakness of any kind.  Fred was said to drag Donald around with 
him when he collected rent, conveying to his son that it was best to 
step to one side of a renter’s door when one knocked on it because 
sometimes people shot through the door when they knew the land-
lord was there.  McAdams (2016) commented that “while Fred’s 
response may have been an exaggeration, it reflected his 
worldview.  He trained his sons to be tough competitors, because 
his own experience taught him that if you are not vigilant and 
fierce, you would never survive in business” (p. 34).  

McAdams felt that Donald’s naturally aggressive nature was 
compatible with his father Fred’s expectations while his brother 
Freddie’s more gentle one was not.  McAdams and other authors 
that he referenced suggested that Freddie had been targeted by dev-
astating contempt from Fred.  He quoted Gwenda Blair, who sug-
gests that Freddie was “too much the sweet lightweight, a mawkish 
but lovable loser” (McAdams, 2016, p. 35).  Donald himself was 
said to have concluded that “Freddie just wasn’t a kill-
er” (McAdams, 2016, p. 35).  Identification with his father does not 
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sound to have been much of an option: either one adopted his pos-
ture of relentless strength and aggressivity or faced personal annihi-
lation.   

As Mary Trump tells it in her book Too Much and Never 
Enough: How My Family Created The World’s Most Dangerous 
Man (2020), Trump’s mother was too beset by her own physical 
and emotional problems and perhaps too negated by abuse that 
Trump’s father visited upon her to be able to afford Donald much 
protection in the face of his father’s depredations.  For Donald, the 
choice seems to have been to accept the assignment of brutality and 
grandiosity his father was driven to impose or face erasure and 
scathing denigration, much like his brother Freddie had endured.  
McAdams’s account is replete with multiple references to Donald’s 
investment in toughness and competitiveness.  He cites a Trump 
quote from Timothy O’Brien’s 2015 book, Trump Nation: 
“[celebrities and rich people] all come over [to see me at Mar-a-
Largo].  They all eat, they all love me, they all kiss my ass.  And 
then they all leave and say, ‘isn’t he horrible.’ But I’m the 
king” (McAdams, 2016, p. 27).  In other words, being dominant 
and overpowering others is far more important than establishing 
human connection. 

Trump’s presidency is brimming with examples of his need 
to dominate others and his admiration for individuals, like foreign 
dictators, who have the opportunity to exercise absolute authority 
over the people that they govern.  Who can ever forget the debates 
with Hillary Clinton during Trump’s presidential campaign in 
which he could be seen pacing back and forth restlessly behind her 
while she attempted to present her ideas?  As he suggested in his 
book, The Art of the Deal (1987), Trump fights relentlessly for 
what he wants, denigrating and humiliating his opponents if doing 
so enhances “success.”  But one must remember, he really can’t do 
otherwise.  Backing down, collaborating, reformulating a more ap-
propriate position, and apologizing are all entirely out of reach.   

Truth and respect for science are also readily sacrificed to 
accommodate the grandiosity that binds him together and helps him 
feel inviolate and powerful in the face of a predatory, dangerous, 
grasping world.  Etched indelibly in my mind is Deborah Birx’s 
face as Trump recommended drinking bleach to his constituents 
across the United States in the face of the COVID-19 epidemic.  
Also, how could one forget the look on the Italian translator’s face 
as Trump proclaimed that “the United States and Italy are bound 
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together by a shared cultural and political heritage dating back 
thousands of years to ancient Rome” (Rebecca Speare-Cole, 2019)?  
By some estimates, grandiosity compounded itself into over 30,000 
verifiable lies during his presidency (Kessler et al., 2021).  While 
lying can be seen to serve a variety of functions, as described in my 
first book, it unmistakably bears the imprint of a grotesque and out-
landish form of grandiosity that has characterized Trump.  One can 
imagine underneath the grandiose self, one would find the terrified 
child who is still attempting to fend off the incursions of an over-
whelmingly brutal father. 

The second characteristic of malignant narcissism, compro-
mised empathy and cruelty, can be seen to grow out of the war foot-
ing that the malignant narcissist must maintain as he attempts to 
protect himself from the predatory world that surrounds and cer-
tainly fills him.  It is imperative for him to feel free to act, to be 
able to attack with alacrity and without regret or restraint.  To do 
this, empathy must be blunted or turned off, facilitating the percep-
tion of the other as less than human and therefore deserving of vio-
lation.  Acts of cruelty inevitably ensue; in the absence of fulfilling 
human connection, they simulate a momentary sense of aliveness 
and engagement, which the malignant narcissist otherwise has great 
difficulty realizing.   

Many examples of such behavior characterize Trump’s pres-
idency.  Trump’s family separation policy for immigrant families 
entering the United States through its southern border with Mexico 
is certainly one such example.  According to The Washington Post, 
Trump’s decision to separate immigrant children from their parents 
was part of a strategy to leverage Democrats and some resistant Re-
publicans to yield to the administration’s interest in establishing 
tough immigration policies.  Within six weeks, over 2,300 children 
had been separated from their parents.  Sharp outcries from various 
concerned bodies first produced denial that there was such a policy 
and later denial that it could be changed by executive action.  It 
took a U.S. District Court injunction to reverse the policy, but as 
late as November 2020, 666 parents had not been identified 
(Scherer & Dawsey, 2018). 

Then, there were the administration’s repeated efforts to 
curtail and disrupt the Affordable Care Act, resulting in significant-
ly diminishing people (by millions) who enjoyed healthcare cover-
age.  Consider the Capitol riots of January 6th in which Trump en-
couraged his supporters to “fight like hell” to oppose an electoral 
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result he considered phony, resulting in six deaths and 138 injuries 
to police officers, some of them severe.  There’s also the shoddy 
management of the COVID-19 crisis, which resulted in April 2020 
in the U.S. having the highest official death toll of any country in 
the world.  Trump has also made various personal attacks against 
people who have displeased him.  A few examples include his refer-
ring to various nations as “shit hole” countries, denigrating New 
York Times columnist Gail Collins as a dog with a pig’s face, and 
inciting protesters to use violence directed toward hecklers at one 
of his rallies.   

The next quality is the destruction of voice, a persistent 
characteristic of the Trump presidency.  The malignant narcissist 
cannot tolerate contradictory voices.  Disagreement challenges his 
dominion.  His subjective response is forbidding, producing outrage 
directed toward people he experiences as disrupting his grandiosity 
and entitlements.  Essentially, there is room for only one personality 
in his world: his own.   

During his presidency, Trump repeatedly referred to the 
news media as “fake news” and “the enemy of the people.”  Report-
ers who wrote critical stories were not granted press credentialing.  
Trump eliminated all references to climate change from the White 
House website.  After firing five inspectors general in two months 
in 2020, The Washington Post wrote, “…Inspectors general find 
themselves under systematic attack from the president, putting in-
dependent oversight of federal spending operations at 
risk” (Editorial Board, 2020).  

The Trump administration displaced public affairs staff at 
the Department of Health and Human Services with political ap-
pointees, like Michael Caputo, who was said to make efforts to si-
lence the government’s most prominent infectious disease officer, 
Anthony Fauci.  In May 2017, The Washington Post stated that in-
convenient information about workplace violations, energy efficien-
cy, and animal welfare abuses has been removed or tucked away.  
In opposition to statute, court adjudication, and expert opinion, 
Trump frequently shut down those voices opposed to his own, 
sometimes compromising longstanding careers and ignoring cre-
dentialed established expertise. 

Contrivance and intimacy are the next markers of malignant 
narcissism.  These terms refer to the difficulty the malignant narcis-
sist demonstrates in establishing deep, fulfilling, respecting intima-
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cies with others that endure over meaningful periods of time as op-
posed to largely transitory, transactional, zero-sum relationships.  
They also refer to the malignant narcissist’s need to contrive him-
self rather than being able to establish an authentic presence.  Con-
cerning this latter issue, because the malignant narcissist is not 
privy to the music of everyday relationships—informed by an ap-
preciation of one’s humanity and the depth of one’s connection to 
others—the malignant narcissist must fake it, left in the position of 
trying to simulate human qualities rather than possessing them.  An 
obdurate investment in strength and vulnerability denies him the 
human gifts required for genuine engagement with self and others. 

McAdams provides us with a wonderful portrait of contriv-
ance.  He describes two people’s responses to Trump: a Scottish 
estate owner, Tom Griffin, and a New Yorker writer, Mark Singer.  
Each was said to experience Trump as Donald Trump playing Don-
ald Trump.  Singer attempted to divine who Trump was when not 
wearing his masks.  Frustratingly, he didn’t feel he penetrated be-
neath the surface.  Toward the end of his article, McAdams (2016) 
mused: “who, really, is Donald Trump?  What’s behind the actor’s 
mask?  I can discern little more than narcissistic motivations and a 
complementary personal narrative about winning at any cost,” and 
adds that “It’s as if Trump has invested so much of himself in de-
veloping and refining his socially dominant role there is nothing 
left over to create a meaningful story for his life … It is always 
Donald Trump playing Donald Trump, fighting to win, but never 
knowing why” (p. 27). 

Trump’s professional life in the presidency was character-
ized by a higher staff turnover than any previous administration; the 
public repeatedly heard aggrandized accounts of new staff members 
who were mostly disappointed, often occasioning bitter censure 
from Trump.  He also seemed to draw people close to him who 
played fast and loose with the law, ethics, and morality (as he has 
himself, as a witness to the 91 criminal charges he now faces across 
four separate cases).  His personal life, at least within the realm of 
his relationships with his partners, appeared to be marked by multi-
ple infidelities and by transgressions with women that produced 
multiple accusations of assault.  His personal and professional rela-
tionships seemed transactional, driven by the needs and opportuni-
ties of the moment rather than by a persistent, meaningful apprecia-
tion of the other person’s value.  Indeed, “value” appeared to be 
defined by shared opportunism, entitlement, and grandiosity. 
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The next characteristic of malignant narcissism, reckless-
ness and impulsivity, stands out in great relief in the record of 
Trump’s presidency.  Recklessness and impulsivity would seem to 
be at odds with contrivance, but they are not.  The three characteris-
tics proceed apace in a malignant narcissistic personality.  Reckless-
ness and impulsivity, for their part, are compelled by the narcissist’s 
extravagant grandiosity and extravagant, unrelenting appetites.  Ab-
rupt firings, tweet storms, shearing announcements, see-saw policy 
changes, and sometimes shocking errors of judgment not only infil-
trated the Trump presidency but defined it. 

Projective identification is a difficult concept to grasp.  It is 
best represented, to my mind, by a Dennis the Menace cartoon in 
which Dennis, explaining his actions to his father, says, “it all start-
ed when he hit me back.”  It is, at times, an unconscious process, 
and at other times, a half or fully conscious one (what some people 
refer to as blame shifting).  These defenses could be said to be pro-
cesses whereby the malignant narcissist effectively ascribes and 
imbues his own dark states into others.  A prominent example of 
them is to be found in the very first days of Trump’s presidency 
when he accused the news media of grossly misrepresenting the 
size of his inauguration crowds, typifying the media as being 
“among the most dishonest human beings on earth” (Davis & Ros-
enberg, 2017).  Such ascriptions divide people into simplistic sche-
mas of good and bad (so-called splitting). 

McAdams (2016) reported that after evoking fear in a 12-
year-old girl who had listened to one of Trump’s speeches, she 
asked how he was going to protect the country, and he said: “You 
know what, darling?  You’re not going to be scared anymore.  
They’re going to be scared” (p. 20).  In this simple interaction, one 
hears Trump successfully infecting his 12-year-old interlocutor with 
the endemic levels of fear that define him; one also recognizes that 
he is offering her the same tools to assuage the fear that he relies on 
himself: dominance and aggression.  Trump is inviting her to be-
come complicit with him in the acts of violation that he directs to-
ward others, who are deserving in his eyes of the punishment he 
wishes to impose upon them.  In one seemingly simple exchange, 
he has replicated his internal reality in her, hijacking the subjectivi-
ties that previously defined her.   

What he has done with this little girl, he does with his fol-
lowers on a larger scale.  He replaces their feeling states, intentions, 
and perceptions with those of his own and incites others to act out 
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what he is feeling.  He does much the same thing with those groups 
of people he wishes to target as enemies by imposing his ascrip-
tions and intentions on them, sometimes provoking heated opposi-
tion that he would say confirms the hostility, rapacity, dishonesty, 
etc., he originally assigned them.  “See,” he can say, paraphrasing 
Trump’s suppositional message to his audience, “the press have it 
in for me—they keep telling lies about me—this is the greatest 
witch hunt in American history.” 

As I noted above and in my first two books, I believe pro-
jective identification may reflect the intermingling of conscious and 
unconscious elements; disentangling the two can be challenging.  I 
have argued, in other words, that malignant narcissistic personali-
ties can quite deliberately target other groups of people to meet 
some transactional end.  Creating enemies for his followers to tar-
get helps them align themselves with his authority and power; it 
may also allow him to disparage and intimidate opposing voices.  
The malignant narcissist seemingly needs an endless stream of ene-
mies to constitute the threat that binds his followers to him and al-
lows him to harvest their worst impulses in his own service. 

I have also suggested that the malignant narcissist is pro-
foundly envious of decency and love—qualities that he himself 
cannot possess in any meaningful way.  His primal envy leads him 
to disparage others’ subjectivities through acts of projective identi-
fication that increasingly render them more like him—frightened, 
alone, increasingly dead inside, and reliant on acts of aggression 
and cruelty to generate a sense of authority, engagement, and alive-
ness.  In mid-August 2019, the Brookings Institute reported that 
“FBI data show that since Trump’s election there has been an 
anomalous spike in hate crimes concentrated in counties where 
Trump won by larger margins” (Williamson & Gelfand, 2019). 

Imagine a preening, feral intelligence obdurately focused on 
its own self-interest, devoid of empathy, compassion, and meaning-
ful human connection, that devotes itself to suppressing others’ sub-
jectivities.  Imagine, too, a personality incapable of love, driven by 
destructive levels of envy that seek to replicate its darkness and ug-
liness in the people that it touches through acts of subjugation and 
cruelty.  A personality that must assign itself grandiose, omnipotent 
prerogatives often eventuating in reckless, ill-considered acts of 
judgment rather than allowing itself to collaborate with others and 
respect their expertise and creativity.  Tragically, this is Donald 
Trump. 
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Can anyone conceive that such a personality could coexist 
with democracy as its president?  In his first term, Trump has al-
ready made war on foundational democratic institutions, like due 
process elections and the system of checks and balances ensuring 
separation of powers between governmental branches.  So far as I 
can see, he very nearly succeeded.  It should be clear that he will 
continue to subvert by any means possible any undertaking that em-
powers other voices, save for those of his followers.  Coexistence 
with democracy is, at best, only a temporary accommodation and 
one that he does not willingly make. 

Richard Wood, PhD, is a psychoanalytically oriented clini-
cal psychologist (BA, Cornell University, 1967; PhD, Wayne State 
University, 1974) who has been engaged in practice for 50 years 
with largely but not exclusively high-risk clinical challenges.  Dr. 
Wood was president of the Ontario Psychological Association in 
1989 following a decade of service, and he was one of the six 
founding members of the Canadian Association of Psychologists in 
Disability Assessment.  He was also the director/founder of a multi-
disciplinary center providing independent assessment of MVA inju-
ries to the government of Ontario.  Dr. Wood can be contacted at 
rwoodn618@rogers.com.   
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The Other Shoe 

Howard F. Stein—Univers. of OK Health Sciences Center 

Back Story: Early in 2024, a phrase floated into my conscious awareness 
that instantly seized me.  It somehow distilled and condensed what it felt 
like for me to live in these perilous times in the U.S., encompassing in-
creased threats to life on Earth and the possibility of Donald Trump’s 
second presidency.  The phrase was “To wait for the other shoe to drop.”  
Its horrific image inspired the poem. 

Keywords: anticipation-anxiety, anticipatory-anxiety, fear, historical-
memory, metaphor, poem, threats-to-Earth, threats-to-U.S.  

I have rarely heard talk 
Of The First Shoe falling – 
Though I suppose 
It has crashed 
Onto the ceiling 
Over and again, 
In all the beatings 
And bleedings history 
Inflicted until 
The day after tomorrow. 
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After each First Shoe, 
The question is 
Not whether, only when – 
Some half-remembered, 
Prior First Shoe, 
Implicit in awaiting 
The Other Shoe, 
The next, never final, one, 
Will strike again. 

Today’s pandemics, invasions, 
Mass migrations, ruthless leaders, 
Rigid fault lines, social upheavals, 
Monster storms, encroaching droughts, 
All hint The Other Shoe 
Might already have been dropped, 
And is on its way 
To the percussive floor 
Above us, to every floor, 
Ours, no exceptions – 
Like a speeding asteroid 
Headed toward Earth, 
Except now we have 
Hurtled this giant boulder 
Upon ourselves. 

 Howard F. Stein’s biography can be found on page 64.   

Israel’s Struggle to Maintain Democracy     

Anna Geifman—Bar-Ilan University 

Abstract: This essay outlines—and perhaps initiates a new discussion 
about—some vital threats to democracy in Israel, the Jewish homeland, 
which is struggling to preserve its national character within the parame-
ters of the liberal democratic world order.  Political changes represent 
more profound developments and provide insights for analyzing them.  
The key threat to democracy is patent confusion about its meaning and 
purposes.  Mental uncertainty translates into oversight and manipulation, 
which are contradictory to the democratic system and dangerous for its 
very essence.    

Keywords: democracy, freedom-of-speech, global-sociocultural-situation, 
Hamas, Israel, Israeli-identity, Law of Return, political-culture, politics 
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For a year prior to the Hamas massacre on October 7th and 
the ensuing war in Gaza, numerous voices on Israel’s political Left 
and Left Center rang the bells of alarm, warning that the govern-
ment’s effort to institute a controversial judicial reform threatened 
the country’s democracy.  They insisted that the underlying intent 
of the amendment was to undermine the power of the judiciary, and 
without it, democratic order in Israel would be unsustainable.  Con-
testing this claim, supporters of the reform argued that the proposed 
changes aimed to correct grave imbalances in the political system.  
In their view, the judges exercised excessive power to obstruct the 
decisions of the elected representatives, interfering with the proper 
democratic process.  Safeguarding democracy as a primary value in 
the Israeli political culture was obviously at the essence of the judi-
cial overhaul controversy.  Equally distinct was the lack of national 
consensus on exactly what was being safeguarded. 

The ongoing war pushed into the background the debate—
or, more accurately, the fuming conflict—its escalating rhetoric at 
times threatening to burst into flames.  Yet, the disagreement is still 
unresolved, and at its core, there is a deep disagreement about the 
type of “Jewish and democratic country” Israel wants to be.  Jews 
regained sovereignty in 1948 after two millennia of exile and perse-
cution, culminating in the Holocaust.  However, harmony in the 
national homeland apparently has not been entailed in this miracle: 
Israel must merit it. 

Among several issues entailed in the Jewish aspect of Israeli 
identity, an obvious one is what to do with over two million non-
Jewish, mostly Arab, citizens.  In general terms, the Law of Return 
delineates that, in the eyes of the state, any Jew has an inherent 
right to live in Israel.  The democratic component is far more com-
plicated because people attribute different meanings to the very no-
tion of democracy.  The only thing on which they agree, as far as 
democracy is concerned, is etymology, a term that comes from two 
Greek words, demos (for “people”) and kratos (for “having pow-
er”), meaning “the rule of the people” or “governing in accordance 
with the will of the people” through their elected representatives. 

 But clarity ends here.  In ancient Greece, the notion demos 
included free citizens only, that is, men.  Women, slaves, and others 
who did not have citizen status and rights did not take part in power
-sharing or decision-making.  Ancient democracy was thus not the 
will of the majority.  Often, the purportedly democratic judgments 
were, in fact, tyranny of the few.       
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 The March 1933 federal elections in the Weimar Republic 
gave the Nazis—already the largest party in Germany’s Reichstag 
(Imperial Assembly)—43.9% of the vote (n.a., 1993) despite their 
undisguised scorn for the democratic process, a history of political 
violence, and wild antisemitism.  Russia’s dictator Vladimir Putin 
has received 87-88% of voters’ support in the March 2024 elections 
(Focht & Zotova, 2024).  Manipulated as it may be, the vote still 
reflects the will of the Russian people, favoring Putin’s undemo-
cratic regime.  Time and again throughout history, the will of the 
majority was anything but democratic and often antagonistic to de-
mocracy’s intrinsic values.   

 In a recent conversation, a friend of mine noted that as a 
minimal prerequisite for a functional democratic state, citizens must 
agree on general principles and underlying political objectives be-
yond those of separate participating parties.  For example, citizens 
who partake in the American elections are, or should be, aware that 
the U.S. Constitution outlines civic privileges and boundaries.  Vot-
ers are likely to take for granted that basic human rights should be 
America’s unbendable principles.  On the contrary, democracy in 
Israel is intrinsically impaired by the mere fact that the goals of the 
two nations living in it—Jews and Arabs—are mutually exclusive.  
The Jews perceive Israel as their historic motherland.  They have 
remained a nation even in the darkest days of exile only thanks to 
embracing—waiting, hoping, and praying for—the God-given 
promise of Return.   

 One does not have to be religious to recognize that Jewish 
identity has been inseparable from the land; many atheists among 
the Israelis agree that it is in the nation’s DNA.  For their part, as a 
group, the Israeli Arabs consider the land to be their own and cher-
ish the goal of forcing “foreign occupiers” to abandon “stolen prop-
erty.”  While benefitting from citizenship privileges in Israel, many 
Arab voters support and, to various degrees, collaborate with their 
country’s sworn enemies, who strive for its annihilation.  Most Is-
raeli Arabs are not implicated in terrorism; however, the perpetual 
conflict of interests between the two citizen groups from the onset 
has undermined Israel’s democracy.  Considering such detrimental 
political preconditions, it is one of the country’s numerous mira-
cles, like the resurrected national language or desert flower gardens.  

 National interest (and sometimes security) is frequently 
compromised to reinforce the Israeli variant of fragile democracy.  
This is a common complaint against politicians and other public 
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figures who appeal to democratic values while advocating for weak
-willed, conciliatory policies.  One of the myriad examples is a re-
cent scandal at Hebrew University where a professor blamed the 
ongoing war not on Hamas, Hezbollah, or Iran but on Zionism.  
Amid campus demands to dismiss the traitor—and traitor she is as 
would be any such citizen in any war-ridden state—the university 
has nominally terminated her, only to reinstate her almost immedi-
ately because, after all, in a democratic country, people are free to 
say what they think.    

 Just like in the rest of the democratic world, Israel’s democ-
racy protects one’s right to free speech, no matter how irresponsible 
and unfair it may be.  However, the freedom to say what one wants 
is never unlimited; it is restricted by the law, which obstructs the 
language aimed to attack and intimidate.  Freedom of speech is 
curbed when it encourages or potentially causes violence (as in a 
proverbial example of screaming “fire” in a crowded movie thea-
ter), and democracy is endangered when its principles are miscon-
strued to serve political agendas.  

 Communication Minister Shlomo Karhi recently declared 
after the Knesset passed the Al-Jazeera Law, which closed the Qa-
tari state-owned news channel, that “There will be no freedom of 
expression for Hamas propaganda in Israel” (Azulay, 2024).  The 
government’s decision to restrict accessing and disseminating pro-
Hamas (dis)information during the war is not a sign of shrinking 
democracy, as claim critics on the far Left.  Similar measures have 
been precedented elsewhere without endangering it, while insinua-
tions about the alleged goal of the “dictatorial regime” to weaken 
democracy entail genuine peril, like any attempt to mislead the pub-
lic.       

 A yet greater threat is political maneuvering to undermine 
the results of legitimate elections.  In a direct assault on democracy, 
radicalized protesters demand new elections because of their dis-
taste for the existing government.  Prior to October 7th, news items 
such as “Demonstrators calling for elections in Jerusalem broke 
through the last barrier in front of Prime Minister Benjamin Netan-
yahu’s house” (Tamari, 2024) have been the norm.  After a short 
pause at the beginning of the war, they have reappeared despite the 
ongoing hostilities.  These rallies are exceedingly anarchic, border-
ing on violence.  The protesters demand that Netanyahu resign, ac-
cusing him of corruption and of being an obstacle to peace.  In 
truth, it does not matter how they justify subversive behavior—so 
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long as Israel’s High Court has not determined their claims’ legiti-
macy.  Until new elections, the democratically chosen coalition rep-
resents the will of the majority, and sabotaging it sabotages democ-
racy.  The same holds true when leading politicians from abroad 
disdain the Israeli voters, as in the U.S. Senate Majority leader 
Chuck Schumer’s ham-handed intrusion in favor of speedy govern-
ment reelections in March 2024.    

 A tendency has developed to abuse the term “democracy” 
for the sake of political interests: A preferred policy is denoted as 
democratic; whatever (or whoever) is not supported is denounced 
as a threat to (or enemy of) democracy.  The real danger is that the 
democratic principles have metamorphosed from a desired end to a 
manipulated political means, compromising the original meaning.  
The situation is not unlike one in the United States, where a just 
war against racism in a progressivist culture has been frequently 
misused as a punishing weapon against ideological dissidents who 
are branded and “canceled” as bigots.  A genuine menace for de-
mocracy is its degrading into a watchword molded along a party 
line.    

 Adopted to convey the will of the majority, democracy in 
Israel is largely in the hands of the elites—political bureaucracies, 
the numerically insignificant yet tremendously influential media, 
the academic community, and the highest echelons of Israel De-
fense Forces (IDF) commanders.  In fact, it is more accurate to 
classify them as one elite driven by the conviction that they are en-
titled to represent the people of Israel.  More critical than advanced 
education and professional expertise for the sense of entitlement are 
their entrenched common roots, stretching back to the post-WWII 
Zionist vision of the country’s future.  The Israeli political elite, 
supported by the deep state, are generally liberal and non-religious, 
more so than the country’s majority.  They are enraged when com-
plex coalition politics yield a government of conservative 
“outsiders” who “steal the country” from its “rightful leaders.”      

The situation may not be unique to Israel, except for one 
aspect of its democracy: the unmatched power of the judiciary.  The 
Supreme Court judges exercise enormous authority, de facto chal-
lenging the status of the elected Knesset and acting cabinet.  The 
system owes a great deal to the efforts of former President of the 
Supreme Court Aharon Barak.  A highly esteemed lawyer and ac-
complished legal expert, he is the author of the justiciability doc-
trine, which entitles judges to reconsider and strike down policy 
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decisions on any level of government.  Through the so-called 
“reasonableness” principle, the courts exercise surveillance of the 
rulings by democratically elected representatives, which judges can 
override if deemed unethical or hasty.  The unbalanced power of 
selected (rather than elected) judges to overrule the country’s elect-
ed politicians is arguably undemocratic.   

Proponents of the judicial overhaul have proposed to limit 
the “reasonableness” review to officials at the municipal level, ex-
empting cabinet members and the prime minister.  The measure is 
particularly necessary, its advocates argue, due to the glaring politi-
cization of the democratic process: Invested with undue powers, the 
Supreme Court judges are distinctly like-minded, leaning heavily to 
the Left.  For crowds of protestors flooding the center of Tel Aviv 
and blocking major highways, the key threat is that conservatives in 
the legislative and the executive branches may gain power because 
of reduced interference from the judiciary.  Its opponents contend 
that dictatorship is the goal of the proposed reform and that the 
country needs to protect its precious democracy.  The genuine dan-
ger here is that democracy is exalted precisely when, by way of eth-
ical and logical inversions, it is being sacrificed to political inter-
ests.   

In politicized secular Israeli circles, many sanctify democra-
cy as a supreme sociocultural value, an absolute end in and of itself, 
in what they call “post-Zionist Israel.”  In the essential national de-
bate over the past several decades, their outlook has been summa-
rized as follows: “We have built the state of Israel; what do we do 
now?”  The “post-Zionists” argue that the Jewish state should strive 
to become a “normal,” multicultural “state of all citizens,” like Eu-
rope or America.  This is true democracy, they declare.  Their op-
ponents in the Zionist sector respond: If the democratic Jewish state 
were to become a Western-type democracy, it would inevitably lose 
its national Jewish component.  Israel’s democracy must protect the 
hard-won right of the Jews to retain and develop their unique na-
tional identity in their only state.   

We are back to the original issue: There is no agreement on 
what democracy means in the specific Israeli context.  As a result, 
policymakers and political activists employ the turn to promote 
their interests, undermining the democratic system.  An equally 
great hazard is the barbarization of the political argument.  By and 
large, radicalized political dissenters do not debate their views, and 
when they do, disputes are often coarse and demeaning for the very 
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nature of the democratic process.  Like the latest anti-Israeli pro-
tests and encampments in the U.S. and elsewhere, demonstrations 
and road blockage in Israel have—under the banner of protected 
freedom of assembly—degraded to belligerence incompatible with 
either democratic or basic cultural norms.  Deepening societal divi-
siveness, perilous for democracy, is glaringly obvious when radical 
activists customarily sabotage the moderates’ effort to engage in 
civilized debate with cliché-screaming, denunciations, and exple-
tives, propagating strife.         

In Israel, political polarization is moderated due to the uni-
versal army service requirement; once in uniform, soldiers are 
brothers, regardless of their religious and socioeconomic back-
grounds or political views.  Divisiveness seemed to have abated, 
especially in the wake of the October 7th Hamas massacre and the 
IDF retaliation in Gaza.  The country united in grief and in joint 
effort to win the war for Israel’s existence; suddenly, political dis-
cord seemed irrelevant.  Half a year into the war, however, the pre-
October 7th effort to undermine the government is back in the form 
of mass rallies, demanding immediate freedom for hostages held in 
Hamas captivity.  The misdirected protest is damaging to Israel’s 
democracy, insinuating that the elected government is unable to 
achieve war aims. 

In Israel, like elsewhere in the postmodern world where 
every meaning and belief is liable to reconstruction and is dimin-
ished as relative, fundamental democratic principles are beyond 
doubt and criticism.  Democracy is a value accepted on faith; in-
deed, in line with the overall politicization of culture, it is elevated 
from the realm of the mundane to that of the sacred.  As part of the 
general tendency for politics, music, sports, and other aspects of 
public life to take over spheres formerly reserved for religion, de-
mocracy has been bequeathed the status of an absolute, sacred 
thing—something it is obviously not.       

Misapplication of terms and misrepresentation of purpose 
entail the greatest hazard: When the meaning of democracy is 
blurred, it may acquire traits incompatible with its essence—
totalistic rigidity, disrespect for the law, cynicism, and contempt for 
the individual, whom it is meant to aid and protect.  Instead of serv-
ing the people, misconstrued democratic cause may generate har-
assment, allegedly for democracy’s sake.  Obscured meanings in a 
democratic setting are an adversity no less perilous than organized 
political extremism and terrorist states, threatening democracy from 
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the outside and plotting its destruction.   

 Anna Geifman, PhD, earned her doctoral degree at Har-
vard University and is the author of Thou Shalt Kill: Revolutionary 
Terrorism in Russia, 1894-1917 (Princeton University Press, 
1993), Entangled in Terror: The Azef Affair and the Russian Revo-
lution (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2000), and La mort 
sera votre dieu: du nihilisme russe au terrorisme islamiste (Death 
Will Be Your God: From Russian Nihilism to Islamist Terrorism, 
La Table Ronde: Paris, 2005).  She is the editor of Russia under the 
Last Tsar: Opposition and Subversion, 1894-1917 (Blackwell, 
1999).  Her most recent work is Death Orders: The Vanguard of 
Modern Terrorism in Revolutionary Russia (Praeger, 2010).  For 
over 20 years, Geifman has been Professor of History at Boston 
University, teaching undergraduate and graduate classes on Russian 
and Soviet history, modern terrorism, and psychohistory.  She also 
holds a senior research position in the Political Science Department 
at Bar-Ilan University in Israel.  She can be contacted at an-
nageifman@hotmail.com.   

References 

Azulay, Moran (2024, April 1). Law to deem Al Jazeera in Israel passes 
in Knesset. Y net News. https://www.ynetnews.com/article/
rjicmwd1c 

Focht, Elizaveta, & Zotova, Natalia (2024, March 17). Итоги выборов-
2024: Путин побеждает с рекордными результатом и явкой 
— как и хотел Кремль. Главное (2024 election results: Putin 
wins with a record result and turnout - just as the Kremlin want-
ed. Main). BBC News. 

n.a. (1933, March 5). Das Deutsche Reich Reichstagswahl 1933 (The 
German Reich Reichstag Election 1933). https://
www.gonschior.de/weimar/Deutschland/RT8.html 

Tamari, Liran (2024, February 4). Protestors break through last barrier 
before Netanyahu’s house. Y net News. https://
www.ynetnews.com/article/hkw1uyck0    

Poland’s Fight for Democracy Against  
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Abstract: After eight years of authoritarianism in Poland under Jarosław 
Kaczyński, the Law and Justice party lost power.  The author explores the 
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methods used in establishing an authoritarian system.  She then reviews 
the five changes made to Poland due to the re-establishment of democra-
cy by Prime Minister Donald Tusk and others after the October 15, 2023 
election and studies the obstacles to democracy.   

Keywords: authoritarianism, conspiracy-theories, defense-mechanism, 
democracy, Donald Tusk, Jarosław Kaczyński, Law and Justice, Poland, 
Soviet Union 

Two years ago, when I last presented on the threats to de-
mocracy in the land of my birth, I was distressed about the rise of 
authoritarianism that was dominating Polish politics.  My hopes for 
a democratic resurgence were based on the strength of the Polish 
people, specifically my ancestors.  I’m from a family with a strong 
tradition of fighting for freedom.  In the 1863 uprising against Tsar-
ist oppression, my great-great-grandfather Mikołaj Żuk fought for 
Polish freedom and suffered in exile in Siberia.  His walk home 
took a year.  In World War I, my grandfather Alexander fought for 
the freedom of Poland, and Jadwiga, my mother, participated in the 
1944 Warsaw Uprising against the German occupiers.   

As Stalin’s troops waited outside the Polish capital of War-
saw, the death toll inflicted by the Nazis surpassed that of the Hiro-
shima atomic bombing.  In the Solidarity struggle, my brother-in-
law Andrzej and sister Barbara were activists.  Thus, despite what 
looked like a democratic defeat, I held firm to my belief in the dem-
ocratic resilience of my motherland.  As I prophetically indicated 
based on my family and Polish history, Poles have a strong urge to 
fight for their freedom, and the nationalistic-conservative Law and 
Justice party officially collapsed on December 13, 2023.  In light of 
our past struggles and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the fight for 
democracy continues. 

 First, I would like to take a bird’s-eye view of the history of 
authoritarianism and democracy in Poland over the last few centu-
ries.  Poland was partitioned in 1772, 1793, and 1795, ceasing to 
exist when absorbed by Austria, Prussia, and Russia.  The country 
regained its independence after WWI and lost it again after the 
WWII invasion by Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.  After the 
end of WWII, the Soviet Union occupied Poland until the Solidarity 
movement brought much-longed-for political freedom.   

From 1989, when the Berlin Wall came down, to 2015, Po-
land enjoyed a golden age of freedom for close to 30 years.  De-
mocracy was established, a free press reigned, arts thrived, the free 
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market flourished, and luxury goods almost instantly appeared in 
stores.  Poland even escaped the 2008 financial crisis.  Then, like 
watching a horror movie, the 2015 election brought in a Right-wing 
government.  The nationalistic-conservative Law and Justice party 
was brought to Polish politics by Jarosław Kaczyński.  We can see 
this same propensity for authoritarian systems in the United States, 
Russia, Hungry, and many other countries today.   

 During eight years of authoritarianism under the skillful rule 
of Jarosław Kaczyński, the Law and Justice leader convinced at 
least half of Poland’s population to vote for his party.  He claimed 
that the country was “in ruins,” people in the government were trai-
tors, and he would bring “good change”—a slogan often repeated, 
much like “Make America Great Again.”  Kaczyński employed the 
Catholic Church, which remains ultra-conservative in Poland, to 
help him win elections, as did Trump with the religious Right in the 
United States.  

 Basically, the “good changes” were the following: The con-
stitution was violated, democracy was scrapped, and an authoritari-
an system was put in place.  Political opposition was curtailed, 
checks and balances were largely eradicated, conspiracy theories 
were introduced, ties with Western Europe were rejected, and 
Polish nationalism was promoted. 

 Below, I will spell out the methods used to establish authori-
tarian systems.  There are a few simple rules.  Ruth Ben-Ghiat, in 
her book Strongmen: Mussolini to the Present (2020), explores the 
steps involved in achieving an authoritarian system.  Kaczyński, 
Trump, Putin, Hitler, and other authoritarian notables followed 
these rules with great success.   

Rule #1: Divide and conquer.  Keep everyone in competition.   
 Kaczyński is a master of division.  He divided Poland into 

two categories: “a good Pole” and a bad one; and “a true Pole” vs 
“a false Pole.”  He even coined the term “a better sort of Pole.”  As 
absurd as it sounds, this approach has been working.  Kaczyński 
has managed to divide Poles into two groups: “The lesser sort of 
Poles,” who are for modernization and pro-Western Europe; and 
“the better part of Poles,” who are for preserving the old traditions 
and nationalism.  “The better sort of Poles” are, of course, loyalists 
to Kaczyński. 

Rule #2: Portray a bleak present and bright future. 
 A leader is to tell people what they want to hear.  Promise 
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them a utopia, the perfect country—anything they lack will be mag-
ically supplied.  Kaczyński was excellent at painting Poland in dark 
colors, “Poland in ruins,” and promised to deliver a better Poland.  
Trump promised a great America.  Hitler promised that Germany 
would be the ruler of the world.   

Rule #3: Always have enemies who cause all problems. 
 Hitler had Jews, Trump has Biden and the border, Ka-

czyński had the post-1989 intelligentsia (university-educated peo-
ple).  Depth psychology explains how projection, as a defense 
mechanism, is used.  We internalize unwanted character defects and 
project them onto others.   

Rule #4: A leader must appear omnipresent and possess magi-
cal powers. 

 A leader is a miracle worker who maintains charismatic au-
thority.  He is the object of desire who must seem accessible but 
remote.  The people should view him as the embodiment of the na-
tion.  In idealizing the leader, introjection, another defense mecha-
nism, is also applied.  Through introjection, we feel and act as if an 
outer goodness or badness has become an inner reality.  Identifica-
tion with a powerful leader occurs.  According to Sigmund Freud’s 
primal horde theory, Kaczyński becomes the father of the nation, a 
powerful “Good and True Pole of a Better Sort.”  Similarly, by put-
ting on a Trump hat, “Make America Great Again,” his followers 
feel like they are partaking in Trump-like “greatness.”  It is also 
like putting on a KKK hood or a Nazi brown shirt.  Contrarily, any-
one who opposes the leader is an enemy of the state and must be 
destroyed.  Poland’s political situation has reached such heights of 
hate, aggression, and mutual contempt that the very possibility of 
finding common ground is unthinkable.  A similar situation is tak-
ing place in the United States: think how vast the split is now be-
tween Republicans and Democrats.   

Rule #5: Circulate conspiracy theories and alternative realities. 
 These are excellent tools to gain control over almost any 

opposition.  Trump claimed that Democrats stole the last election 
and that he, not Biden, should be the current president.  In April 
2010, Kaczyński embraced the so-called Smoleńsk conspiracy: An 
airplane had crashed, killing all 96 government officials aboard.  
Kaczyński’s conspiracy theory was that it was the Russian govern-
ment that downed the plane or, at other times, that it was the former 
ruling party. 
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 Poles are allergic to authoritarian systems.  The Law and 
Justice party tried to destroy democracy by manipulation, slander, 
control, and lying.  If the other party’s beliefs were different, the 
reaction would be hate and aggression.  Members of the opposi-
tion’s party were seen as traitors and spies; political opponents be-
came enemies.  Those who disagreed with the ruling party had to be 
eradicated and should cease to exist.   

 Poles endured this painful situation for eight years and then, 
finally sick and tired of it, decided to rebel and fight back.  Help 
came from the seasoned politician Donald Tusk, who had been 
prime minister from 2007 to 2014 and then served the European 
Union (EU) as president of the European Council from 2014 to 
2019.  An energetic and influential politician from the 1980s, Tusk 
started a campaign against the authoritarian government that culmi-
nated two weeks before the elections.  On October 1, 2023, the 
March of a Million Hearts was organized.  It was the biggest an-
tigovernment display since Poland’s Solidarity trade union move-
ment against communism in the 1980s.  The nationalist Law and 
Justice party, headed by Kaczyński, called Tusk, among other 
things, a German spy, an enemy of the Catholic church, and the 
personification of pure evil, but it didn’t work.  The Polish people 
wanted and needed democracy, truth, and freedom; they saw 
through the absurd lies of those in power.  

 A fight for democracy and against the authoritarian regime 
of arrogance, tyranny, and dominance achieved the full throttle.  A 
million Poles from all over the country came to Warsaw on Sunday, 
October 1st, pouring into the streets carrying banners and flags, 
singing, and demanding change.  At the demonstration, Tusk deliv-
ered a fiery speech against splitting the nation and pitting Pole 
against Pole, saying, “The impossible has become possible.  When I 
see this sea of hearts, when I see these hundreds of thousands of 
people here, I feel that this turning point in the history of our home-
land is approaching.  Change for the better is inevitable” (Jaskółka, 
2023).  

 Two weeks later, on October 15, 2023, the Civic Platform 
and a coalition of three other parties defeated the nationalist Law 
and Justice party.  Donald Tusk became prime minister.  Important-
ly, this proves that a nonviolent way back from authoritarianism is 
possible.  I wish it were a happy ending, but the fight for democra-
cy has just started.  The Law and Justice party and Kaczyński, who 
is cunning and vengeful, very much like Trump, have been unable 
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to accept the results and have been attempting to sabotage the new 
government by putting up roadblocks to prevent any change.  The 
fact that the local and regional elections on April 7, 2024, were won 
by the conservative opposition party, Law and Justice, further com-
plicates efforts to reestablish a firmly democratic government in 
Poland.   

Democracy has been restored in Poland step by step with 
great difficulties.  Dr. Andrzej Friszke, a renowned Polish contem-
porary historian and an outspoken advocate for democracy, recently 
wrote me that “After eight years in Poland, we have a government 
that tries to rebuild democracy, but it is very hard.  Law and Order, 
the former authoritarian party in power, is a kind of mafia” that 
“treated Poland as if it was its own property.  It was based on mas-
sive corruption.  An illegal system was created that profited its 
friends and family members” (personal communication, March 29, 
2024). 

 Donald Tusk stated in an interview with TV journalists at 
the Chancellery of the Prime Minister of Poland on January 12, 
2024, that “The previous government took over courts and institu-
tions for their own gain.  Now, these institutions must become inde-
pendent.  It is very important that the government members, includ-
ing the president, start to obey the law even if it doesn’t suit him.”  
He added, “The new Poland, our renewed Polish country, has to be 
governed according to the law and the constitution.”  Here are a 
few of the immediate changes: 

Fight to restore the independent judiciary system.   
 The independent judiciary system has been greatly compro-

mised.  For example, two days after his party lost, the nationalistic 
party president, Andrzej Duda, called on 70 new judges to make 
any changes that the new government tried to make difficult and, in 
some cases, impossible.  However, Tusk (2024) is determined to 
bring constitutional law and stated in an interview that “Poland has 
to be a country that is governed by law and not what a politician 
wishes it to be.”  Tusk appointed an independent minister of justice, 
Adam Bodnar, who is working to pull the country back from the 
brink of authoritarianism.  In fact, Tusk replaced the ministers of 
national defense, foreign affairs, culture, health, finance, education, 
and agriculture.  Tusk has said he’s using an “iron broom” to ac-
complish the task at hand. 
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Fighting against corruption. 
 During the reign of the nationalist-conservative Law and 

Justice party, jobs in universities, civil service, and positions in in-
dustry were not “awarded” to the most qualified or the most capa-
ble.  Instead, they went to the most loyal party hacks, friends, and 
relatives.  Polish public media was also turned into a font of rancid 
and hysterical propaganda that made Fox News look fair and bal-
anced. 

Restoring the free press and public media.   
 During the rule of the nationalist Law and Justice party, 

there were severe restrictions on the free press and public media.  
Journalist and Eastern European historian Anne Applebaum (2020) 
paints the picture well: “The best-known journalists were fired and 
replaced by people who had previously worked for the far-right 
press, on the fringes of public life.  Very quickly, news broadcasts 
ceased to make any pretense of objectivity or neutrality.  Instead, 
they produced twisted news reports and carried out extensive ven-
dettas against people and organizations whom the ruling party did-
n’t like” (p. 35; all quotes in this paragraph come from the same 
source/page).  She goes on to write, “As it turned out, these vendet-
tas were not just ugly—they were lethal.  For months on end, they 
ran a vicious campaign against the popular mayor of Gdańsk, Paweł 
Adamowicz, accusing him of everything from corruption to trea-
son.”  A specific example she pulled was “On January I3, 2019, a 
recently released criminal, who had been watching state television 
in prison, leapt onto a stage at the climactic moment of a charity 
concert and plunged a knife into Adamowicz’s chest,” killing him.   

The new democratic government established an independent 
public TV station.  It wasn’t without a show of force as the old staff 
were occupying the TV station, attempting to prevent the change.  
Police had to intervene, and six days later, the new independent 
public TV station emerged.  On the fifth anniversary of the murder 
of the mayor of Gdańsk, January 13, 2024, the new public TV sta-
tion apologized for the hate speech that had provoked the murder in 
2019. 

Fight for revoking the abortion ban.   
 During the rule of the nationalist-conservative party, a near-

total abortion ban was passed into law in October 2020, not allow-
ing for the termination of pregnancies even in cases of rape, incest, 
or severe fetal abnormalities.  Tusk promised Polish women that he 
would fight for legal and safe abortions until 12 weeks and to make 
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the day-after pill legal.  He also stated that he would change the law 
so doctors wouldn’t be afraid of getting prosecuted if they help 
pregnant women in dire situations, alluding to the many deaths of 
women in the last three years who were unable to terminate their 
pregnancies even when their lives depended on it.   

Fight for separation of church and state. 
 Kaczyński and his party merged church and government.  

The ultra-conservative Catholic station Radio Maryja became a 
government arm against secularization, repeating the government 
mantra: “A true Pole is a Catholic.”  One of the first actions of sep-
arating church and state was the decision that the university in 
Toruń would give back the money that the institution received from 
the EU as the potential students there had to present a certificate 
from the parish priest saying they were Catholics in good standing, 
a blunt violation of religious freedom.   

Why does the fight for democracy in Poland matter to those 
of us living in the United States or other countries?  According to 
Anne Appelbaum (2023): “Even if you don’t live in Poland, don’t 
care about Poland, and can’t find Poland on a map, take note: The 
victory of the Polish opposition proves that autocratic populism can 
be defeated, even after an unfair election” (para 3).  She goes on to 
write, “Nothing is inevitable about the rise of autocracy or the de-
cline of democracy.  Invest your time in political and civic organi-
zations if you want to create change, because sometimes it 
works” (Appelbaum, 2023, para 3). 

The authoritarian system is omnipresent, and the threat to 
American and world democracies is very real.  For example, on 
February 10, 2024, former President Donald Trump said he would 
encourage Russia to do “whatever the hell they want” (Sullivan, 
2024, para 1) to any NATO member country that doesn’t meet 
spending guidelines on defense.  Trump has described NATO as 
“obsolete” and has aligned himself with Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, who wants to weaken the alliance.   

President Joe Biden (2024) said the next day that Trump “is 
making it clear that he will abandon our NATO allies” and that 
“Trump’s admission that he intends to give Putin a green light for 
more war and violence, to continue his brutal assault against a free 
Ukraine, and to expand his aggression to the people of Poland and 
the Baltic States is appalling and dangerous.”   

Radek Sikorski, the Polish foreign minister, said in an inter-
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view: “Poland is spending 3% of our GDP for NATO dues; if Putin 
threatens us, we will double it, because we’ll not be a Russian colo-
ny again” (Zakaria, 2024).  Poland’s fight for democracy has been 
an ongoing struggle for centuries, and it is continuing, as the Polish 
national anthem states: “Poland has not yet perished, so long as we 
still live.”  In the face of Russian aggression, Poles, with or without 
the support of the U.S. government, will stand up for their inde-
pendence and democratic development.  

Krystyna Sanderson, PsyD, LP, is a psychoanalyst in pri-
vate practice in New York.  She is an instructor at the Psychoanalyt-
ic Training Institute and a Research Associate of the Psychohistory 
Forum.  She writes and lectures regularly on topics dealing with 
psychoanalysis in relation to art, spirituality, and the application of 
psychoanalytic principles to social and historical phenomena.  Dr. 
Sanderson is a contributing author of the Encyclopedia of Psychol-
ogy and Religion (2009) and the author of a photo essay, Light at 
Ground Zero: St. Paul’s Chapel After 9/11 (2003).  She is a mem-
ber of the National Association for the Advancement of Psychoa-
nalysis.  She can be contacted at dr.krystynasanderson@gmail.com. 
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The Relationship Between Poetry and  
Psychohistory/Psychoanalysis  

The Embrace of Poetry and Psychohistory 

Inna Rozentsvit—Clio’s Psyche 

Back Story: This poem was inspired by the Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers 
on the topic of the Relationship Between Poetry and Psychohistory/
Psychoanalysis.  Its intention was to invite the authors/poets to unravel 
the dialogues between poetry and psychology as well as embrace the pro-
found interplay of human narratives. 

Keywords: comparative-studies, cultural-echoes, human-psyche, poetry, 
politics, psychoanalysis, psychobiography, psychohistory, psychology 

In the realm of Clio’s gaze we stand,  
Exploring poetry’s illuminating hand,  
Unveiling the depths of history’s tide,  
Where psyche’s whispers in verses reside. 

Psychoanalytical realms we tread,  
Through poetic lines, our insights spread,  
Dimensions hidden, unconscious themes,  
In verse’s tapestry, like fragmented dreams. 

Poetry, a mirror to time’s reflection,  
Cultural echoes, a shared connection,  
Norms and values, emotions bared,  
In ink, the human psyche’s layers aired. 

From traumas etched in history’s scroll,  
Poets draw resonance from depths untold,  
Collective wounds, the pain they weave,  
In rhythmic verses, they grieve and believe. 

In poets’ lives, psychology’s dance,  
Shaping their words in rhythmic trance,  
Experiences etched in ink and rhyme,  
History’s threads woven through time. 

Archetypes linger, stories retold,  
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In verses ancient, and tales of old,  
Cultural evolution, a tapestry spun,  
In poetry’s light, a narrative begun. 

Politics wield power, ideologies they mold,  
In poetic verses, their stories told,  
Impact profound, dynamics’ play,  
In every line, shades of today. 

Psychological landscapes, ink portrays,  
Individuals’ struggles, society’s maze,  
In poetry’s mirror, reflections align,  
Psychohistory’s tale, in each verse’s sign. 

Comparative studies traverse the years,  
Cultures and eras, emotions and fears,  
Uncovering trends that span the globe,  
In poems and histories, intertwined robe. 

This special issue, a journey’s quest,  
Where poetry and psyche’s dialogues rest,  
Clio’s call, a scholarly embrace,  
Exploring together, in time and space. 

 Inna Rozentsvit, MD, PhD, is Associate Director of the 
Psychohistory Forum and Associate Editor of Clio’s Psyche who 
may be contacted at inna.rozentsvit@gmail.com.    

Applied Poetry and the Nature of  
Truth in Psychohistory  

Howard F. Stein—Univers. of OK Health Sciences Center  

Abstract: This paper explores the contribution of applied psychohistorical 
poetry to the question of truth in psychohistorical scholarship, data, 
methodology, and theory.  The author suggests that applied poetry offers 
a different, complementary way of knowing.  The truth it reveals is indi-
rect rather than direct.   

Keywords: applied-poetry, countertransference, immersion, intersubjec-
tive-understanding, psychohistorical-data, psychohistorical-explanation, 
psychohistory, use-of-self, ways-of-knowing  

Introduction  
In my study of applied poetry—a term that I define as poet-
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ry that directly engages the world through an intersubjective use of 
countertransference—I have asked: What does applied poetry con-
tribute to knowledge in psychohistory?  This paper questions and 
explores knowledge, interpretations, and explanations of historical 
and cultural processes.  It also argues that applied poetry gives us 
access to unconscious depth while deepening psychohistorical in-
terpretations and explanations.   

Let me begin to answer these questions by identifying some 
of the contrasts or polarities (binaries) between ways of knowing 
that applied poetry offers and those that other psychohistorical ap-
proaches provide: direct (lineal) vs. indirect contact with the world; 
concrete language vs. allusion; description vs. evocation; part vs. 
whole; concrete vs. abstraction; narrative explanation vs. brief, con-
densed suggestion; and stay at the surface vs. provide access to the 
unconscious and intersubjective.   

Applied and “Pure” Poetry  
I have classified what I call formalism or “pure” poetry 

through a constellation of meanings that include clever, non-
practical language: words for their own sake, not addressed to the 
pain of the world but to the ever-more complex use of language.  
Although exceptions exist, such as objectivism, beat poetry, and 
anti-war poetry, modernism sets the self-referential tenets.   

By contrast, applied poetry, like other “applied” disciplines, 
is about the writing of poetry that engages the world, the human 
spirit and heart, and the human condition; bears witness to suffer-
ing; offers courage and reflection; and evokes readers’ and listeners’ 
similar lived experiences.  The experience of reading pure and ap-
plied poetry is often akin to the distinction between lifelessness and 
vital aliveness.   

Applied Poetry and the Data of Psychohistory  
If all observations are intersubjective, to say the data are 

entirely “out there,” external to the observer, no longer suffices.  All 
observations and the data that emerge from them result from a con-
scious and unconscious relationship between observer and ob-
served.  Applied psychohistorical poetry, written by a psychohisto-
rian immersed in an era or culture, can be considered bona fide re-
search data along with conventional narrative qualitative and quan-
titative scholarly data.  While poetry is thought to be non-factual, 
emotive, and imaginative, applied poetry gives us data about what 
and how people respond to their life experiences. 
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How do psychohistorians draw upon their countertransfer-
ences in composing and interpreting their own poetry based upon 
immersion in a psychohistorical subject, theme, era, individual, 
etc.?  That is, intrapsychically, how does the processing of counter-
transference into applied poetry become data?   

Psychohistorical data provided through countertransference 
is indirect.  Poetry contributes indirect data to psychohistorical 
methods, research, interpretations, and explanations by giving ac-
cess to conscious and unconscious dimensions of lived historical 
experience that narrative forms cannot.  Psychohistorians’ applied 
poetry is a valid way of knowing that can complement other psy-
chohistorical methods and perspectives—much like a team of sur-
veyors who look at the same point in space from different perspec-
tives and have different viewpoints.   

For example, it is one matter for a scholar of 19th century 
Polish nationalism to study Adam Mickiewicz’ poetry as a window 
into the ideology and emotions of the movement.  It is another mat-
ter for a psychohistorian who is steeped for years, if not decades, in 
the study of Polish nationalism to write a poem inspired by immer-
sion in these topics that exist ostensibly external to the scholar.  So, 
then, who and what is the poem about?  The poem is not only about 
the psychohistorian but also about the largely unconscious relation-
ship between the psychohistorian and his or her “subjects,” as well 
as Polish nationalism itself.  The poem itself becomes “raw materi-
al” as psychohistorical data.  For example, I wrote the following 
poem in the early 1990s, as both an employee of an organization in 
which downsizings occurred and in which I was under the constant 
threat of being made redundant (fired):  

Downsizing   

What is happening  

Has not happened,  

And if it has,  

We do not want to know.   

People I worked with yesterday,  

Today are suddenly whisked away;  

No one asks where they go –  

Or even really wants to know.   
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There is no blood to show  

For all their disappearance;  

They just are  

Not around anymore.   

The signs all  

Read the same –  

On the highways, in the stores,  

On the elevators, in the halls:  

What is happening  

Has not happened, 

And if it has,  

We do not want to know.  (Stein, 2018, p. 111)  

A word association that forms a constellation of familiar 
words in psychohistory can serve as a starting point for situating 
applied poetry in relation to traditional ways of research, interpreta-
tion, and explanation.  Among these are research, data, poetry as 
data, interpretation, explanation, intersubjective data, and what/
where to situate psychohistorical data (inside, outside, between, in-
tersubjective, and complementarity).   

To take this constellation further, psychohistorical poetry 
constitutes the search for psychohistorical truth.  Beginning with 
methodological and theoretical considerations, psychohistorians 
might write poems about contemporary apocalyptic thinking and 
social movements or previous ones, such as 19th and 20th century 
nationalism, which can be used for cross-historical and cross-
cultural comparisons.  For example, is human history’s current ter-
rifying sense of the “earth at the edge” (the end of life, the abyss of 
oblivion) utterly unique?  In much of my own recent applied poetry, 
I have grappled with describing what this “edge,” or the end, might 
feel like, allowing for the experience, conscious and unconscious, 
to mark the moment as part of history itself.   

The data of applied poetry (in fact, all data in every disci-
pline) are thus not entirely external to the observer/poet, that is, 
“out there,” but are inseparable from the relationship between the 
psychohistorical poet and the ostensible subject or topic of inquiry.  
Applied poetry is not entirely the internal property of the poet but is 
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a result of what I view as a dance between self and other, inside and 
outside.  The data of psychohistorical poetry take shape as psycho-
historians draw upon their countertransference in composing and 
interpreting the experience of immersion in a psychohistorical sub-
ject or theme.  The poem comes into being and exists between us, 
not altogether inside me, even though I write the poem!  

How, then, would you situate the applied poetry written by 
scholars and researchers in imaginary space in relation to what is 
usually counted as legitimate research data?  For over a century and 
a half, anthropology has been a leading edge in the study of nativ-
istic movements, retribalization, ethnic resurgence, revitalization 
movements, millenarian movements, chiliastic movements, ris-
sorgimento (the 19th century Italian national awakening that result-
ed in the 1861 establishment of the Kingdom of Italy), crisis cults, 
cargo cults, nationalism, etc.  The rapid spread of the Ghost Dance 
among Great Basin Northern Paiute and related Shoshonean tribes 
is the locus classicus (“classical source”) of these inquiries.  An-
thropologists such as James Mooney, Ralph Linton, Anthony F. C. 
Wallace, Weston LaBarre, George Devereux, Robert F. Hill, and I 
have long studied movements based on massive traumatic culture 
change and loss, followed by cultural death and the quest for re-
birth.   

My most recent contributions to the conversation take place 
in the form of applied poetry as well as scholarly narrative (see my 
book with Seth Allcorn, The Toxic Life of Organizations: Poetry, 
Stories, and Analysis, 2020).  In contrast to the earlier mentioned 
studies of cultural catastrophe, my own applied poetry is about the 
psychological brutality, degradation, and dehumanization of mil-
lions of employees between the early 1980s and the present.  In the 
social revolution, it was euphemized by such words as downsizing, 
reduction in force, reengineering, restructuring, outsourcing, off-
shoring, deskilling, and managed health care (see my book, Noth-
ing Personal, Just Business, 2001).  That is, my applied poetry is 
simultaneously about me, them, and our intersubjective relation-
ship.   

What Kind of New “Facts” Does Applied Poetry Offer to His-
torical Truth? 

The question of what psychohistorians’ own applied poetry 
might contribute to psychohistory takes us to the heart of a theoreti-
cal and clinical conflict at the heart of psychoanalytic history.  
Throughout his enormous body of scholarly publications, Vamık 
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Volkan has explored the frequent opposition between what-events-
and-processes-really-happened-in-history and the mythologization, 
amplification, distortion, and use of the past by present needs 
(including leader-group relationships in group identity).  His work 
has led to concepts such as “chosen trauma,” “chosen glory,” and 
the unconscious “fit” between leader and follower.  The either/or 
side-taking and polarization of positions (ideologies) have often 
become rancorous.  In parallel fashion, psychoanalytic anthropolo-
gist Weston LaBarre encyclopedically studied “crisis cults” that 
arose in the wake of social cataclysm and the ensuing effort at resti-
tution and reversal of the narcissistic injury in his book The Ghost 
Dance (1972).  The relationship between “What happened to 
us?” (massive psychic trauma, as enumerated above) and “What do 
we do with what happened to us?” (e.g., adaptation, mourning loss, 
leadership’s vow to avenge and reverse loss, regression, violence to 
undo shame and guilt) lies at the heart of much of psychohistorians’ 
search to make sense of “the why of history.”  What really hap-
pened (the reality), remembering, revision, and unconscious group 
selective reconstruction of the past to meet contemporary uncon-
scious needs offer widely different accounts of group history.  They 
are all different kinds of data.   

The unsettling question arises: Does what really happened 
in the past even matter since it has undergone intrapsychic and 
group-dynamic change?  For example, the emotionally charged 
shadow of genocide by Whites of American Indians, the enslave-
ment of African Blacks by Whites in the U.S., the Armenian slaugh-
ter by Turks during World War I, and the industrialized annihilation 
of European Jews by the Nazis in World War II haunt all scholarly 
inquiry.  Put conceptually, is shared participatory, phenomenologi-
cal reality, authentic reality?  How can applied poetry help in sort-
ing these out?  Can applied poetry somehow help bridge the chasm 
between imagination and reality, symbol and symbolized, story 
(narrative) and empirical fact, etc.?   

Applied psychohistorical poetry offers researchers a lived 
experience, access to depths of the mind, to a world prior to sym-
bols (representation) together with the process of becoming real-
ized into symbols.  Applied poetry is the journey and path toward 
sense-making through metaphor, simile, condensation, imagination, 
deep emotion, alliteration, personification, rhythm, rhyme, and the 
like that condense and distill entire worlds into few words.  It is a 
kind of metadata that attempts to make sense of and organize all the 
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“shreds and patches” from scholarly studies.  Narrative interpreta-
tion tries to spell out, make explicit, directly, sequentially, and dis-
sect everything.  By contrast, applied poetry hints at, alludes to, ap-
proximates, suggests, and intimates historical moments, events, and 
people.  Perhaps the words “direct” and “indirect” distinguish these 
distinct ways of experiencing and understanding the experiential 
world.   

How Does Psychohistorical Poetry Provide Access to Uncon-
scious Processes in History?   

Using the self as a way of knowing and making sense of the 
world through one’s self-experience is a shift from prior orthodox-
ies in which subjectivity was viewed with some skepticism if not 
outright contempt.  By becoming aware of one’s countertransfer-
ence, one can dispel sources of distortion and defense.  What does 
“using” one-self (countertransference) mean, and how does it 
“work”?  One’s self can be used as a source of curiosity, wonder, 
subtle hints, open-endedness, and discovering unexpected answers.  
Such an attitude relies upon non-defensive, non-lineal knowing, not
-knowing, and tolerating the anxiety of ambiguity.  The action of a 
human hand and hammer with a nail and piece of wood is not how 
applied poetry works; this is not useful to psychohistorians! 

Applied poetry can be an instrument of historical and cross-
cultural comparative research.  Much valuable psychohistory takes 
the form of “case studies” of specific eras, specific topics and 
themes, and psychobiography in the study of individual lives in 
their culture-historical contexts.  Individual case studies become the 
methodological foundation for developing theories of how and why 
culture and history take specific forms.   

For instance, consider that a psychodynamic approach, com-
plemented by other methods, is now being applied to the study of 
personal, group, inter-group, and climatological catastrophe and 
global catastrophism, the image and reality of the human and entire 
biological world on the edge of self-destruction if not extinction.  
The present Anthropocene era is characterized by widespread world 
destruction fantasies and realistic dangers, emergency individual 
and group adaptive and maladaptive responses to both inner and 
outer trauma, and the defense against overwhelming loss and 
mourning.   

Comparative examples abound of the world and history on 
the edge, if not “over the edge,” for example, the World War I sol-
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dier-poet Wilfred Owen’s tragic poetry of unbearably keen observa-
tion and witness (see The Collected Poems of Wilfred Owen, 1965).  
William Butler Yeats wrote “The Second Coming” (1919) after the 
catastrophic World War I.  How is Yeats’ “edge” different from 
ours?  How is the 13th Symphony (1962) of Dmitri Shostakovich, 
based on Yevgeny Yevtushenko’s poems and inspired by the sys-
tematic massacre of Jews by Nazi death squads at Babi Yar outside 
Kiev in September 1941, connected to us?  These are poets making 
contact with their worlds and allowing the reader to experience 
them.  To put it in a formula, the “end of time” equals the “end of 
the world.”  Where, spatially, does the catastrophe occur?  If it is 
external, that world can also be suffused with massive projection to 
protect against the internal (schizophrenic?) calamity.  If world de-
struction is a necessary prelude to cleansing, purification, and re-
newal, one would conjecture that it necessarily follows from total 
collapse.  Are a “new heaven and a new earth” assured from  anni-
hilation?  Does death always result in rebirth?  Wartime deaths in-
evitably occur even in victory.  The ancient and universal Ourobo-
ros myth ever culminates in the snake consuming itself once and for 
all.   

Who better than psychohistorians and other scholars, 
steeped in the unconscious dimension of cross-cultural and pan-
historic ideologies and social movements of world destruction, are 
positioned to write applied poetry rooted in aspects of events that 
seem too terrible and too familiar?  Applied poetry is at once a re-
search method, data, and interpretation for a psychohistorian.  The 
poetry is written by the psychohistorian, not the people they study.  
But even that is too much of a dichotomy because the psychohisto-
rian is always receiving, via countertransference and identification, 
data from both the other person or group and the psychohistorian’s 
resonance with these.   

I offer the following “short list” of contributions to applied 
psychohistorical poetry: Wounded Centuries (David Beisel, Ed., 
2015), Listen to Rarely Heard Voices (Peter W. Petschauer, 2022), 
Centre and Circumference (Howard F. Stein, 2018), and White-
boardings: Creating Collaborative Poetry in a Third Space 
(Howard F. Stein & Seth Allcorn, 2023).   

Conclusions: Where to From Here?   
In this paper, I have approached the dovetailing of applied 

poetry and psychohistory from multiple descriptive, research, lived 
experience, phenomenological, methodological, experiential, un-
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conscious, intersubjective, and group dynamics perspectives.  This 
overlap, resonance, and amplification occur in the ordinary Real 
World of doing and practicing psychohistory.  Clearly, there can be 
no mechanistic, prescriptive protocol of “how to.”  Instead, these 
surrender to open-ended, always surprising ways that ideas, fanta-
sies, and emotions surface and eventually cohere.  Tolerance for 
uncertainty and anxiety must be higher than is normal for the prac-
titioner.  I hope you have accompanied me not only by “looking 
over my shoulder” and watching me but by immersing yourself in 
my inner world of lived experience (phenomenology) and psycho-
dynamic imagination.   

I conclude by inviting you, the reader, to perform an experi-
ment, or several, to play with and test the ideas proposed here.  If 
even only a part of what I have written here rings true to your own 
experience as a psychohistorian and human being, “try on” this ap-
proach to your own work, past or current.  I do not promise this ex-
periment will directly prove the link I have suggested between a 
psychohistorian’s applied poetry and new truth or the validation of 
some psychohistorical theory.  Instead, it might offer a whole new 
universe of understanding and experiencing the process of history 
as if from within.  The usefulness of applied poetry as data and as 
an interpretive “tool” will take place in the form of inner resonance 
(as in tuning forks at the same pitch) between your inner experienc-
es, made manifest through your poetry and other modes of psycho-
historical knowing.   

Here is my proposed experiment: Begin a poem with a few 
lines that emerge from and evoke a psychohistorical project or 
theme in which you are deeply engaged.  As you write, follow the 
leads (associations) of your mind, memory, and feelings; see where 
they take you.  Do not trouble yourself with trying to shape it, but 
instead, let it flow into and from you.  Let the emerging “it” shape 
you and take you where it leads.  Do not try consciously to take it 
somewhere you plan or think it “should” go.  Discover your path as 
you journey.  Perhaps take as the point of departure some facet of 
the project that arouses your emotions, that confuses you, even 
somewhere where you would rather not go.  The point is to start—
anywhere.   

As you “listen” to historical events, people, and processes 
through your countertransference in the process of writing the po-
em, ask yourself whether your poem(s) adds another dimension and 
additional data to what you already have learned through your own 
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and others’ scholarly research and writing.  Do you understand any-
thing more or better or more deeply about the historical project in 
which you are engaged than before you began writing the poem(s)?  
To return to the title of this paper: Has your own applied psychohis-
torical poetry offered you further, broader, deeper truth about what 
history is and why it takes place in its specific form?   

Howard F. Stein, PhD, is Professor Emeritus, Department 
of Family and Preventive Medicine, University of Oklahoma 
Health Sciences Center.  He is author, co-author, and editor of 35 
books, several hundred published papers and chapters, and over 300 
poems.  He is Poet Laureate of The Psychohistory Forum and the 
High Plains Society for Applied Anthropology.  He received the 
Lifetime Achievement Award in Psychohistory from The Psycho-
history Forum in March 2023.  His most recent poetry books are 
Whiteboardings: Creating Collaborative Poetry in a Third Space 
(2023), co-authored with Seth Allcorn; Presence – Poems from 
Ghost Ranch (2020); Centre and Circumference (2028); and Light 
and Shadow (2018).  He collaborated with Seth Allcorn on The 
Psychodynamics of Toxic Organizations: Poetry, Stories, and Anal-
ysis (2020).  Stein can be reached at hfs.dad@gmail.com.   
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My Poetic Journey Against  
Theoretical Frameworks 

Peter W. Petschauer—Psychohistory Forum Res. Assoc. 
Abstract: The paper responds to Howard Stein’s symposium paper.  
Petschauer attempts to highlight a less theoretically based approach than 
that of Dr. Stein.  He is more directly responsive or reflective of the reali-
ty he sees or confronts; as much as possible, he does not permit his own 
presence to interfere with what he observes.   

Keywords: Attila Petschauer, Basho, Beisel, Davidovka, Goethe, Rarely 
Heard Voices, Schiller, Stein, theoretical-frameworks  

This is a response to Howard Stein’s exceptional elabora-
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tions about poetry.  Dr. Stein, my dear friend and colleague, is a 
brilliant theorist who approaches poetry with theory in mind.  He 
does not just write beautiful and challenging poetry; he places it 
carefully into a theoretical framework and even creates a complete-
ly new approach to poetry in his book with Seth Allcorn, White-
boardings: Creating Collaborative Poetry in a Third Space (2023).  
I deeply admire him for his purposefulness.   

My approach has been somewhat different—neither better 
nor worse, just different.  Theories about poetry have not been at 
the forefront of my creations.  For me, it all started in 2014.  While 
we were in his car driving to a presentation at his former university 
near New York City, Dr. David Beisel suggested that I write poet-
ry. 

I had no idea how to write poetry, had not written poetry, 
and did not anticipate that poetry could become a permanent predi-
lection.  My emotional hesitation rested in my early childhood at-
tempts to remember and recite in elementary school Friedrich 
Schiller’s and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s well-known poems.  
My brother Klaus remembered sections of Schiller’s “The Bell” 
with ease and recited them, even though he was only three and a 
half years old.  “Why,” he asked in mock amusement, “can you not 
remember?  It is so easy.”  Had he not died at four and a half, he 
might well have become a major writer. 

My initial difficulty with poetry was only somewhat miti-
gated later in Gymnasium (an advanced high school) in Germany.  
There, we memorized sections of several major poems for a Ger-
man literature class and then recited them as a group in class.  To 
this day, I can recall some of these verses.  One of them stems from 
Schiller’s “Wilhelm Tell”: “The ax in the house saves [calling on] a 
carpenter.”   

So, when Professor Beisel asked me to write several poems 
for a collection, Wounded Centuries (2015), I did so, but without 
awareness of the theory or practice of poetry.  Except someone told 
me that today’s poems should not rhyme.  Almost immediately, I 
realized that with poetry, one could express complex topics, con-
cerns, and issues, both personal and societal, practical and abstract, 
succinctly and understandably.  Some of my first poems dealt with 
my “four mothers,” others with the complicated situation of my fa-
ther. 

Let me highlight the latter.  Many years ago, I read about 
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Attila Petschauer, a Hungarian journalist and fencer of the 1920s 
and early 1930s who, individually or along with his team, won gold 
and silver medals in fencing, including in the Olympics.  His col-
leagues tortured him to death in January 1943 in the Davidovka 
concentration camp in Ukraine.   

In the poem about these events, I wondered how my father 
could not have known about this man and what he undertook emo-
tionally and practically to avoid being associated with a fellow 
journalist.  My father never spoke about this awkward reality, but 
the poem allowed me to deal succinctly with a potentially deadly 
outcome for him and my belated dilemma.  I saw in this potentially 
dangerous situation for my father a conflict that surely brought him 
sleepless nights as the then SS officer.  Here is a personal or local 
history overlapping with meta-history.  It records a rather insignifi-
cant story that nevertheless interlocks and creates the tragic larger 
history.  

A later example is the poem I wrote in Listen to Rarely 
Heard Voices (2022) about horse apples on the path between my 
condo and Bass Lake in Blowing Rock, North Carolina.  In itself, 
the poem’s content would have been insignificant, but when I re-
called that my first wife and her sister were asked by their mother 
after WWII in 1947 or 1948 to collect such dried samples in their 
neighborhood and ensure fuel for their cooking fire, the poem made 
sense. 

A third example is a recent poem about two soldiers who 
were crushed into roadways at very different times and places.  One 
was a German soldier in front of snowy Moscow in 1941, and the 
other was a Russian soldier in the embattled Eastern Ukraine in Ju-
ly 2023.  The inspiration for the poem arose when I saw a photo-
graph of the Russian soldier’s mangled body and instantaneously 
recalled the image of the previous one of the German one.  

In my poems, I endeavor to absorb the essence of the situa-
tion before me without imposing myself onto it.  I learned this ap-
proach from the brilliant Japanese poet Matsuo Basho in his work 
Narrow Road to the Interior (2000).  Dr. Jeffrey Rubin reinforced it 
for me in September 2023 during a Psychohistory Forum meeting 
titled “Psychoanalytical and Psychobiographical Explorations of 
Shakespeare as Revealed in His Plays.”  In response to a question, 
he explained that in counseling, as with his understanding of the 
brilliant English bard, he does not rely on theory, such as those of 
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Sigmund Freud.  He arrives at the session with what he calls a fil-
ing cabinet of ideas about how he might best consult with a patient.   

I approach poetry with many different impressions, ideas, 
and experiences.  One is the repetition of walking the same path, 
yet never knowing what I might see, hear, or encounter along the 
way.  I write similarly about historical topics.  I am not guided by a 
particular approach, but having read and taught history for six dec-
ades gives me a “filing cabinet” of information from which to draw 
when I compose.   

That is the background to my poem about the last name 
Petschauer.  I had taught European history for decades, so I am inti-
mately aware of WWII and the Holocaust, and I had absorbed a 
great deal about my father.  With the assistance of Dr. Rubin’s 
“filing cabinet” of knowledge, experiences, and ideas, the poem 
practically wrote itself. 

A recent and more pleasant poem of mine, which has not 
been published elsewhere, is about fall 2023.  

Fall Again 

Once more I head to the lake, 
the sound of crunching leaves under my shoes, 
the returning smell of fall, 
a horse leaving its characteristic effusion. 
I am alone. 

Many tourists have departed, 
a few remaining couples ambulate along the lake – 
enamored with this afternoon’s glistening surface, 
carry massive backpacks as if Mount Everest were in their 
hiking plans, 
taking selfies to catch the moment. 

Thousands of Rhododendron — 
planted three generations ago — 
shed worn yellow leaves. 
Intrusive Caribbean grasses — 
delivered by an unnamed hurricane, 
overwhelmed native plants during the height of summer – 
their vibrant green now yellow and brown. 
Tiny native asters raise their frail heads, 
their blue hues shine subtly as if in defiance. 
An acorn crashes into some leaves behind me – 
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stops me in my tracks for a moment. 

This too is part of every fall.  

(10/1/2023) 

With this poem, I hope to highlight my approach to poetry.  
It is less about me on the path and more about a picture that rever-
berates and can be enjoyed by its readers.  In this case, I am no 
more than the carrier of images, sounds, and impressions.  In other 
cases, like our family name or the bodies of the two soldiers, it is an 
attempt to allow the reader to sense the calamity of war and the di-
lemmas of uniquely personal situations that offer a historical con-
text. 

 Peter W. Petschauer, PhD, Drhc, is Professor Emeritus of 
European History at Appalachian State University.  Some of his re-
cent works include Listen to Rarely Heard Voices (2022), An Immi-
grant in the 1960s: Finding Hope and Success in New York City 
(2020), and Hopes and Fears: Past and Present (2019).  The author 
may be reached at petschauerpw@appstate.edu or peterpetschau-
er.com.   
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The Power of Pure Poetry 

Judith Harris—Poet and Scholar 
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From the outset, Professor Stein proffers his own term, 
“applied psychohistorical poetry,” to distinguish it from “pure poet-
ry.”  Most laymen will associate the literary genre of poetry with 
canonical poets they studied in college—literary masters of lan-
guage, meter, irony, metaphor, and metonymy.  But poetry has al-
ways had a certain aura about it, beginning with the ancient Greek 
lyric poets, because it is associated with inspiration.  The ancient 
lyricists believed that the goddesses were speaking through them—
hence the identification of inspired poetry with the muse.  That in 
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itself, throughout the centuries, has enveloped the poet in a certain 
mystique, otherworldliness, and access to the divine.   

As both a poet and a psychoanalytic critic, I have witnessed 
the critical reception of poetry to be something of a struggle be-
tween influence and individualism.  I have also noted that there is a 
certain allure of the poetic that inspires envy of the poet’s access to 
inner knowledge that others can’t reach.  So, I question the word 
“pure” as to what is “impure” in Dr. Stein’s ascription of poetry 
that is dissociated from experience.  From that opposition, I assume 
that Dr. Stein means pure poetry is pure of the world and only re-
flects on language itself.  As 20th century psychoanalytic thinkers 
have demonstrated, the self only emerges through language, and 
language is social.  But to say (as Hegel does) that human subjec-
tivity is itself the theme of the lyric is to lay claim to an enormously 
volatile and vulnerable territory. 

When I talked to a few of my poet friends, including Ted 
Kooser, Poet Laureate Emeritus of the U.S., about  Dr. Stein’s theo-
ry, they asked the obvious question: If it is not poetry, why call it 
poetry?  However, I see Dr. Stein’s point and the humanism that it 
implies, and he should be applauded for it.  Stein makes a powerful 
case for poetic perception as a psychohistorical heuristic and for 
psychohistorical insights to become a more vital means for re-
sponding directly to historical and political events, such as the 
“catastrophe” of downsizing in organizations in the 1980s.   

I do disagree with Stein’s understanding of academic poetry 
as an elite undertaking espoused by universities and Master of Fine 
Arts programs.  Stein’s generalizations about poetry reflect some 
popular misconceptions of poetry as inaccessible, perhaps perpetu-
ated by the post-WWI neo-symbolist and surrealist movements and 
epitomized by T. S. Eliot’s 1922 poem, “The Waste Land.”  Stein 
too reductively posits the exhibition of  “clever, non-practical, lan-
guage; words for their own sake,” given that some of the major po-
etic genres of the 20th century were rooted in empiricism and objec-
tivism or in the direct expression of private pain that was inextrica-
bly tied to lived experience.  In fact, concerning language and rhe-
torical effusions in poetry, Allen Ginsberg, Frank O’Hara, and the 
beat poets, as well as anti-war protest poetry, moved away from 
modernist experimentation, such as surrealism abstract expression-
ism, in favor of the colloquial and autobiographical “new naked 
poetry” and naturalism.   
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However, I fully support Stein’s position that scholars, in-
cluding psychohistorians, consider using “applied poetry” as a 
means of expanding and validating theoretical postulates and using 
emotions to respond, existentially, to the world.  Moreover, the idea 
of using one’s countertransference as a means of analyzing one’s 
own responses is a great asset to his theory, as Stein writes: “The 
usefulness of applied poetry as data and as an interpretive ‘tool’ 
will take place in the form of inner resonance (as in tuning forks at 
the same pitch) between your inner experiences, made manifest 
through your poetry, and other modes of psychohistorical know-
ing.”  

Howard Stein has made clear that poetry, as psychohistory, 
is not only a noun but also a verb.  It is a way of seeing, rediscover-
ing, and recording, as well as a means of wielding a measure of 
control over one’s past and present life.  I believe that Stein’s geni-
us, his unwavering belief in the higher principles of life and art—
meaning empathy and responsiveness to the world in which we 
live, even under circumstances as tragic as they are today in Israel 
and Gaza—will allow us to emerge with compassionate under-
standing. 

 Judith Harris, PhD, is the author of three books of poetry 
and a critical book on psychoanalysis and literature, Signifying 
Pain: Constructing and Healing the Self through Writing (2003).  
She is a recipient of a Yaddo fellowship.  Recently, she published 
The Poetry of Loss: Romantic and Contemporary Elegies (2023) 
through Routledge.  She can be contacted at jlha@gwmail.gwu.edu.  
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Howard Stein Made Me a Struggling Poet 

Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum 

 I was convinced that I could not write poetry, but Howard 
Stein made me a proto-poet—and when I do enough work with lots 
of help from colleagues, perhaps an actual poet.  When he was giv-
ing a presentation as a plenary speaker to the assembled Interna-
tional Psychohistorical Association (IPhA), Howard asked that we 
in the audience find a subject that we could write a short poem on.  
From anyone else, I probably would have laughed off this request, 
but since it came from Howard, I responded positively.  I quickly 
wrote about my new and renovated office, which I loved because I 
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could see from my desk the students coming and going to class as 
well as the beauty of my college’s campus.   

Howard and Peter Petschauer gradually changed my attitude 
toward poetry.  Until several years ago, both my wife and I insisted 
that poetry should rhyme.  Nevertheless, I found the poetry by these 
two fine colleagues and psychohistorians to be valuable, especially 
because of what it told me about them and their values.  I still re-
sisted attempting to write poetry, although I attended their presenta-
tions on it at the IPhA, as well as published their poetry and that of 
others in Clio’s Psyche.  I don’t think I was alone in this attitude.  
For example, my good friend, the excellent psychohistorian David 
Beisel, put together a book of poetry without ever writing any of his 
own.   

My acceptance of applied poetry came about as I re-read the 
late Rudy Binion’s poem, “Psychohistory,” which is at the begin-
ning of my The Making of Psychohistory (2018) and in a version of 
The Best of Clio’s Psyche.  I had been thrilled when Rudy wrote 
this, but some parts of it never seemed quite right for me.  Conse-
quently, when it was time to publish The Many Roads of the Build-
ers of Psychohistory (2021), I reluctantly tried my hand at writing 
poetry again with “Psychohistory”: 

It seeks to understand the “why” 
of everything – both big and small. 

Why men strive for power 
or grant to others. 

Why some achieve and others stumble.   
Why some men don’t block  

talented women from breaking glass ceilings. 

Why Whites fear – or are now accepting – 
The humanity and power 

of Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians. 

Why our hatreds reveal our rejected  
inner desires and fears – 

To look within is like a nightmare  
of forbidden wishes. 

Why the dangers without  
often reflect the fears within. 

Psychohistory brings greater clarity 
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To our inner and outer worlds.  (Elovitz, 2021, front cover) 

Now, being very unsure of my poetic capabilities, I sent my draft to 
various friends and a professional poet.  Howard Stein and Peter 
Petschauer had very helpful comments, while the professional poet 
I sent this to anonymously was initially quite negative but suggest-
ed valuable steps to improve it.  In the end, this poem graces the 
front cover of the book, placed within the face within the head of 
the emblem of Clio’s Psyche, which also includes a small globe of 
the world as we look inward and outward at our world.  Although I 
liked it and it accomplished what I wanted, I did not attempt anoth-
er until I started this article.  Now, I have rough drafted, as a proto-
poet (Howard Stein’s term based upon two poems I sent him to 
comment on), “Searching for Mom,” who died when I was 22, and 
another on my analyst, who died on August 14, 2023, at age 91.  
For the latter poem, when I asked Inna Rozentsvit for her thoughts 
on it, she turned it into a beautiful rhyming poem that moved my 
colleagues when I read it at one of his memorial services.  But that 
fine version of my thoughts was not really me, so I put it aside.   

As I struggled to improve “Searching for Mom,” Howard 
kindly sent some improvements and the following methodological 
suggestions that might help me in writing poetry: 

(1) show, give immediacy, rather than tell, which removes 
the writer and reader from the here-and-now; (2) keep with 
lived experience, brief examples of what you observe and 
feel like, and not intellectualized jargon; (3) Read 
aloud everything you write, all the time: poetry is as 
much sound as visual/reading/words; if you stumble over 
words and phrases as you read what you write, you visceral-
ly KNOW you need to revisit what you wrote!; Speaking 
and hearing your words are at least as important as seeing 
and reading your words; (4) Read the poetry of other poets 
to hear and see ways other poets have thought and felt and 
structured their ideas and emotions; (5) bring your sub-
ject to life: if your poem “works,” it will feel real.  (personal 
communication, August 18, 2023) 

I read these helpful comments repeatedly and have been developing 
a better sense of what I had to keep in mind while rewriting my po-
etry.  So, I persevered in revising my work despite my considerable 
uncertainty about my poetic talents.  When I asked my friend, the 
poet and teacher of poetry Judith Harris, about how to improve my 
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work, she wrote:  

Write through images.  You have nothing to say that images 
won’t say for you. Feel the emotion, and just like when you 
start to fall asleep the mind often surfaces images involun-
tarily and that is what you want: the emotion, the picture, 
the next picture, association with your mother, dress, per-
fume, habit, quirk, and direct your language to … your 
mother.  Don’t force anything.  Or do simile building.  My 
mother’s face is like...  (personal communication, October 
7, 2023)   

Again, I was given excellent advice.  Judith even asked to see 
“Searching for Mom” and proceeded to write a very different ver-
sion in proper poetic form (personal communication, October 14, 
2023).  This was quite elegant and showed me how many extrane-
ous words I had in my original version.  But it just was not me.  In 
searching for images of my mother, a complicating factor is that, as 
a result of trauma I experienced as a five-year-old, I cannot visual-
ize anyone from my past, limiting the pictures I have available to 
use.  Peter Petschauer, in hearing about my struggles with my 
“Searching for Mom” poem, also volunteered some helpful sugges-
tions, which were not at all intrusive into my words and feelings 
while improving its poetic qualities (personal communication, Oc-
tober 17, 2023).  Clearly, I have wonderful and giving friends who 
readily come to my aid when I am struggling.  My challenge now is 
to learn how to apply the principles supplied by my talented col-
leagues while staying true to what feels right to me in my poetic 
quest.  Thank you, Howard, Judith, Inna, and Peter. 

 Paul H. Elovitz’ biography can be found on page 11.   
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My “Inner Accountant”  

Dorothea Leicher—Philadel. School of Psychoanalysis 

Abstract: The response article seeks to illustrate in more detail how 
“applied poems” may generate knowledge about psychohistorical areas 
of study.  The response discusses evidence about intuition from research 
and the author’s experience of spontaneous, intuitive responses, linking it 



Page 74       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

to preconscious mathematical assessments that underlie aesthetic re-
sponses in multiple areas. 

Keywords: aesthetics, embodied-knowledge, expertise, intuition, mathe-
matics, subconscious,  truth 

Although I have never written applied poetry on psychohis-
tory in the sense Howard Stein defines, I have been involved in pro-
ducing art (mostly drawings and some poems) over my lifetime.  
This has led me to develop a theory about art, which adds support 
to his ideas.   

Growing up, I spent so much of my time drawing that it 
made me wonder what drove me.  I was also struck by the paradox 
that although at the beginning of a piece of work I usually had no 
conscious idea of what I was trying to produce, I often gave up on 
drafts because they felt “wrong,” although I could not tell why.  My 
best guess was that I was trying to strike a balance between some-
thing inside me and something outside me that the artwork bridged 
as the equivalent of a transitional object (I had the idea early, alt-
hough the words are a later formulation).  I have not found a better 
explanation yet.  Looking back on my art, I can see that it was ther-
apeutic; I was either trying to understand something new to me or, 
more importantly, family dynamics.  Also, this process regularly 
involved subconscious material that usually took more than two 
years for me to consciously acknowledge.   

Usually, observing myself, I had the sense that I had an 
“inner accountant” who kept track of certain things without me be-
ing aware of the rationale.  I think what I observed is a basic step of 
symbolization, a statistical assessment of an observed object’s 
structure.  One late example of this was a spontaneous thought dur-
ing my psychoanalytic training while I was also working as an ad-
ministrator of my institute clinic (without any previous relevant 
training or experience).  Out of the blue, while working in my of-
fice, I was hit with this idea: “You are a farmer, but your crop is 
people.”  It was useful to me as a metaphor for what I was doing 
and supposed to do at the time, but I also realized it was the conclu-
sion to a decades-old subconscious issue: At the beginning of my 
puberty, during a walk, my family talked about the development of 
nobility.  I could see everyone in my family as associated with no-
bility, while I thought of myself distinctly as a “throwback” and a 
“peon” (a judgment of my “inner accountant” at the time, which I 
kept to myself in embarrassment but did not doubt).  I had not 
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dwelt on this consciously afterward, but my subconscious apparent-
ly was percolating it and now proclaimed another, more refined 
judgment.   

This was accompanied by the sense of something falling 
into place, which has often been associated with the experience of 
truth for me.  That experience thus demonstrates the persistence of 
subconscious thought in the attempt to find a point of balance, 
a.k.a. the “inner accountant.”  I have also had some dreams with a 
“prescient” element, which I think were based on the same process 
of “accounting” prior to language proper.  Shevrin et al. (1996) is 
relevant in this context: Using the latent and explicit content of 
phobias, the experiment shows the effect of defenses changing the 
reaction to phobic triggers, contingent on the duration of their 
presentation (i.e., the presentation sustained during the time it took 
the defenses to process them).  It is a supremely elegant demonstra-
tion of the difference between intuition, which is dominated by the 
subconscious, and our usual conscious perception, which is much 
more influenced and sanitized (made socially acceptable) by our 
defenses, including rationalization.   

The “inner accounting” I have talked about, in my opinion, 
plays an important role in intuition, the task of which is to alert us 
to biological opportunities or dangers without much of a narrative 
elaboration but instead simply as an assessment of the energies and 
at best short-term dynamics of a system (e.g., the presence of posi-
tive or negative feedbacks).  It helps us synchronize with the sys-
tems we are in and seems to be most closely related to music and 
dance in that way.  We know that music has been connected with 
mathematics, and I believe that this is generally true for art: We 
have not only extensive studies of proportions in Renaissance art 
(from Durer to da Vinci) but also analyses of very divergent sam-
ples, such as bee waggle dances, Pollock paintings, and implicit 
patterns in a Japanese temple garden renowned for its serenity, 
which converge on the identification of underlying mathematical 
patterns as basis of their aesthetic appeal (see also Leicher, 2010).  
We know that movement, and by implication, space (in which 
movement happens), is extremely important for our orientation and 
planning, so it makes sense that we developed a finely differentiat-
ed assessment system: aesthetics, which also starts to introduce a 
biological evaluation (things are aesthetically pleasant because they 
are conducive to supporting our lives); elegance means we can 
achieve an end with an economy of means; and beauty is an omen 
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of a biological gold mine.  

From this discussion, it should be expected that if we are 
intensively and extensively involved in an engaging enterprise, like 
a psychohistorical area of study, our subconscious (preconscious in 
Freud’s terminology) would process the dynamics involved and 
then also be able to reproduce them in a piece of art, such as an 
“applied poem.”  The difficulty is in maintaining the dominance of 
the subconscious in recording and reproduction without the distor-
tion of our desires and fears.  Stein is aware of this issue, as his cor-
rect warnings not to “guide” our art demonstrate (although I would 
quibble with his use of “countertransference” because the situation 
does not involve a “transference” since it is not a clinical ex-
change).  However, it is certainly an intuitive assessment (like a 
countertransference reaction would also be).  It is still a tall order 
(as any psychoanalyst who is trying to be aware of 
“countertransference” reactions and not have them meddle with 
their interventions knows), but it is not impossible.   

We know that mastery of any subject is associated with 
about 10,000 hours of practice (roughly the equivalent of five years 
of full-time work), and it makes sense to assume that in that time 
frame, we might subconsciously have distilled the dynamics of our 
object of study.  Expressing it in the form of poetry presents itself 
as an ingenious way of short-circuiting our conscious defenses to 
speak the truth—and maybe even surprising ourselves with where 
we arrive when we can sideline our defenses for a moment. 

 Dorothea Leicher, NCPsyA, emigrated from Germany to 
the U.S. in 1976 and worked administratively as well as in private 
practice both in mental health and addiction treatment.  Her special 
interests are epistemology and evolution as an economic system.  
She can be contacted at dleicher@dleicher.com.   
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The Relationship Between Poetry and  
Psychohistory/Psychoanalysis 

Poetry, Psychoanalysis, and  
Psychohistory: A Renewed Understanding 

Judith Harris—Poet and Scholar  

Abstract: This paper strives to explore the continuous connections of psy-
choanalysis, psychohistory, and poetry, as well as the quiet, liminal spac-
es that go beyond the boundaries of ego organization and account for the 
mysterious and transformational aspects of myth, dream, and imagination 
in literary expression.  

Keywords: applied-poetry, art, confessional-poets, creative-unconscious, 
daydreaming, Freud, language, literature, Sylvia Plath 

One of the aims of psychohistory is to formulate paradigms 
for understanding how unconscious processes motivate human be-
havior and shape culture.  Yet the social sciences have largely over-
looked the essential role of these processes in the creation and re-
ception of literary works, the basic components of any meaningful 
psychohistory of the arts.  This paper investigates the continuous 
connections of psychoanalysis, psychohistory, and poetry.  It also 
explores the quiet, liminal spaces that go beyond the boundaries of 
ego organization and account for the mysterious and transforma-
tional aspects of myth, dream, and imagination in literary expres-
sion.   

Psychoanalysis provides a modern point of entry into that 
transcendent realm; but long before psychoanalysis began, litera-
ture was a way of exploring the crucial questions at the core of hu-
man understanding and development.  Poetry, like psychoanalysis, 
affords us the possibility of looking at human issues from multiple, 
often unexpected, vantage points from which the gap between the 
known and the unknown may be laid open to intermediate and re-
demptive interpretations.  Psychoanalysis and poetry both have 
their starting points in emotion, symbols, and associations, but to 
different ends: One is analytic, and the other is generative.  Win-
nicott suggests that the two trajectories may be linked, with the psy-
choanalytic journey fostering one’s potential for creative, literary 
inquiry.  In my view, the analysand and the writer are similarly 
tasked with a struggle to remember, ostensibly to vanquish a trou-



Page 78       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

bled past.  For each, language is often a labor of unburying the bur-
ied. 

Over the years, I have been writing about poets and writers 
who have used psychoanalytic processes to mine the unconscious 
and disclose certain truths about the psyche.  Psychoanalysis 
emerged out of Freud’s own self-analysis combined with analyses 
of his hysterical patients.  One of them was Bertha Pappenheim, 
who came to be known as Anna O.  She coined the phrase 
“chimney sweeping” to describe Freud’s systematic attempt to ex-
pose the repressed contents of the unconscious as the source of so-
matic symptoms.  Similarly, many poets’ accounts of writing about 
the inner turbulence of their lives have stressed the therapeutic 
function of their creative work.  Some began writing poetry as psy-
chiatric patients seeking catharsis—but they invariably understood 
the importance of poetic craft in recapitulating the meaning of their 
personal experiences.   

Because art demands a certain amount of detachment (even 
if this detachment is subordinated to the exigency of communi-
cating something meaningful in the rendering of qualitative ele-
ments), artistic activity perhaps accelerates the therapeutic process.  
But more fundamentally, literature affords the possibility of a vicar-
ious experience.  Materials of expression must be molded appropri-
ately to achieve a particular effect.  This investment in the universal 
and timeless principles of the art—and here, my focus is poetry—as 
a sensory vehicle enables the artist to step back from subjectivity 
and become, for lack of a better word, more objective, paradoxical-
ly losing the self in order to find it.  Indeed, the stereotype of the 
suffering artist has some truth to it—as Freud knew—for relief ex-
ists in connection with sublimating, or redirecting, unacceptable 
impulses.  Freud, no stranger to the power of literary perception, 
whether discussing creative writers or daydreaming patients, used 
the term Spiel (play) to describe the forms of imaginative writing 
that actually carry out the unrealized wishes of the players or writ-
ers themselves and provide a necessary outlet for bearing such 
wishes.  

 In “Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming” (1959), Freud 
connected the play of children with the fantasies of adult creative 
writers and posited the idea that creativity derives from repressed 
material that is manifested through imaginative expression.  The 
experience of creating is thus construed as an anticipatory stage of 
fore-pleasure, bringing fantasies into signification, configuring a 
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reality-breeding arena of extended play.  For instance, tragedy can 
be safely fantasized without causing harm to the creator/player; 
emotions represented in the imagined venue may be experienced as 
enjoyment rather than hardship.   

As children grow up, they generally cease to play with ob-
jects that had once signified realities and mature to engage instead 
in the symbolic realm of daydreaming.  Restoring phantoms or fig-
ures of fantasy results in a kind of floatation of word-images.  The 
creative writer emerges to select among these signifiers, discarding 
some and keeping others.  Hence, creative writing (as a Spiel activi-
ty) is parallel to syntactical play—assuming that we are given a set 
(a universe) of possibilities out of which new things emerge from 
disrupting and reforming contiguities, sequences, and predictable 
linkages.  This process may mark a considerable regression to in-
fantile aggressions and repressed wishes we have protectively con-
cealed from ourselves.  Opening these up again may take a distort-
ed form.  The effort to bring about an aesthetic product of art helps 
the artist to discharge emotion into a rational and more unified ar-
rangement. 

Freud also believed that images associated with primitive 
emotions float to the surface, but, as is typical of dreams, this mate-
rial may be disguised or concealed through symbols that may ap-
pear to conflict with what they are meant to represent.  The mecha-
nisms of substitution and displacement that operate in dreamwork 
can be applied to the writing process, which, in the confessional 
mode at least, may rely solely on unconscious exercises of free as-
sociation.  In Interpretation of Dreams (1899), Freud writes about 
the presence of “involuntary ideas” in dreams and art by relaxing 
the rational control over the imagination.  He posits the uncon-
scious as that region of the psyche that is both submerged and elu-
sive.  What emerges from the unconscious—whether on the thera-
pist’s couch or the writer’s page—is outside the control of the indi-
vidual to the extent that the internal structures of language at a giv-
en stage of mental development pose obstruction.  

Freud identified socially unacceptable egoistic and erotic 
wishes as significant motivations for turning to fantasy and day-
dreaming.  Discoveries about the creative unconscious and the sur-
facing of “unacceptable egoistic and erotic wishes” that create guilt 
and shame were extrapolated from Freudian theory and led to the 
idea that psychoanalysis was a means of confessing shame (Freud, 
1959, p. 142).  From these ideas, Freud cobbled out several propo-
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sitions that portray creative writers (inclusive of poets) as egoistic, 
positing the writer’s self within the identity of the hero; thus, litera-
ture is fundamentally autobiographical. Indeed, the creative writer 
is viewed as a borderline neurotic, finding a healthy release in the 
imaginative activity so that creativity is a substitute for neurotic 
symptomatology.   

Of most interest to my discussion here is Freud’s insight 
that writing is a form of confession similar to the confession a pa-
tient makes to his or her analyst.  We live vicariously through the 
volatility as well as the pleasure of the writer.  Freud’s understand-
ing of the imagination ushered in a theory of artistic inception and 
creation that dominated 20th century art and poetry, from modern-
ism to symbolism to confessionalism and new formalism.  Highly 
creative individuals show the capacity to conceive and utilize two 
or more opposite or contradictory ideas simultaneously without be-
ing disturbed by this simultaneity resulting in a paradox.  Poetic 
creation involves a type of Janus-thinking where novel combina-
tions of associative elements may well facilitate profound insights.  
Indeed, patients in analysis can be encouraged to relay metaphors to 
further therapeutic effect.  

In Freud’s judgment, the artist is responsible for creating the 
art object but lacks the rationality to properly understand it, a prop-
osition that American poet Anne Sexton (1977) wrote about in her 
last autobiographical essay: “[M]y newest poems…they come from 
a part of me I don’t know, haven’t met and won’t understand for a 
couple of years.  They know things I don’t know myself” (p. 33).  
Sexton, as most readers know, began writing her nationally recog-
nized poetry when hospitalized for mental illness.  It was her thera-
py with Martin Orne that provided the catalyst for her poetry—the 
two processes coincided with her struggle to overcome her demons 
and, tragically, ended in suicide. 

One particular movement in the 20th century is most indica-
tive of the overlapping of psychoanalytic thought and poetic pro-
cess.  Since the 1950s, under the sway of Robert Lowell (who 
taught both Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton in the same poetry work-
shop), the transgressive narrative in American poetry, which at-
tempts to subvert the status quo overseen by traditional hierarchical 
institutions (e.g., the domicile, social orders, and even psychiatric 
institutions), erupted in artistic circles where passions overruled 
reasonable standards of decorum.  In 1959, M. L. Rosenthal defined 
confessional poetry as writing that confronted private humiliations, 
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sufferings, and psychological problems; he intended without ques-
tion to point to the writers themselves.   

Poetry is one means of discharging fraught emotions in a 
socially acceptable container and sublimating self-destructive urges 
within language’s constellation.  Although confessionalism is often 
associated with private trauma, the background of confessionalism 
encompasses the convergence of anxieties commonly experienced 
by the post-World War II generation and also arising from the indi-
vidual's dissociation from religious, social, and moral values that 
formerly had stabilized one’s function in society.  One manifesta-
tion of these anxieties was a national near-obsession with romanti-
cizing, and even glorifying, mental illness in cult films such as 
King of Hearts (1966) where the patients literally take over the asy-
lum, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975), The Bell Jar 
(1979), The Snake Pit (1948), David and Lisa (1962), and I Never 
Promised You a Rose Garden (1977).  Women patients in these 
films were often stereotyped as dangerous and seductive, aligning 
women with madness and threatening the order of the psychiatric 
establishment. 

Lowell’s provocative autobiographical work Life Studies 
(1959) was highly influential in the 1950s, widely spurring poets to 
explore psychiatric themes surrounding taboo subjects such as alco-
holism, corruption, and family dysfunction.  It forces both poet and 
reader to examine the “content” of the “self,” or personality, 
through its own alienation, giving way to private insights about 
one’s own banal and even shocking experience.  Lowell did not 
avoid realistic aspects of human nature, including cruelty and ugli-
ness.  Instead, he affirmed their validity as human qualifiers worthy 
of “study” alongside the more acceptable human emotions of pleas-
ure, delight, and beauty.  As much as the pessimism of the self is 
explored, light overwhelms darkness through the affirmative use of 
voice as a reflection of social constructions.  Like the Puritan con-
fessor, the confessional poet has no assistance in the act of confes-
sion but bears, as the psychiatric patient does, self-consciousness 
alone.  

Following Lowell, second-generation confessional poets 
took their own debasement to more shocking extremes, such as in-
cest, suicide, and domestic violence, rebelling against societal pres-
sures to be passively silent.  Women writers in particular confessed 
not only their victimization but also their participation in the sado-
masochistic—but by giving voice to their agency in poetry, they 
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awakened a sleeping giant of suppression.  A prime example is 
Plath’s “Daddy,” the famed poem in which she compares her fa-
ther’s overbearing to that of the Gestapo Luftwaffe and imagines 
herself as a Jew.  She claims the voice of the iconic victim in a 
world that has lost both order and rationality.  Speaking back to an 
oppressive patriarchy, the poem opens in brave defiance:  

You do not do, you do not do    
Any more, black shoe 
In which I have lived like a foot    
For thirty years, poor and white,    
Barely daring to breathe or Achoo. 

Daddy, I have had to kill you.  (Plath, 1981, p. 272)  

Yet even as Plath is exercising the confessional impulse to revisit 
her childhood traumas—her father’s death when she was eight 
years old and her own suicide attempts—contemporary readings of 
the poem have become more critical of Plath’s conflation of herself 
as a Holocaust victim.  Plath’s effort to gain agency through her 
poetic voice by articulating and claiming power that she desperately 
lacked in her youth begs a reading of the poem from a psychohis-
torical or psychobiographical perspective regarding feminism and 
the ideological principle of equality.  Although the myth surround-
ing her is often of a suicidal temptress, she, like Lowell, is more 
comfortable as a child persona, for whom power is still elusive but 
words pave the path outward.  

What all of the confessional poets had in common was that 
they sought moments in life that were of pain more than pleasure 
and saw such moments as epitomes of the general condition of hu-
manity.  But more significantly, these poets turned inward to reflect 
on their own histories, seeking the origins of their mental afflictions 
and working through memories of personal shame or abuse.  Writ-
ing things out, like talking things out, was an alternative to other-
wise confronting or perpetuating symptomatic behaviors.  Private 
pain is not the sole province of the individual.  It is more than that; 
it is symptomatic of a larger society.  The benefits of literary imag-
ining implicitly point to the shift in contemporary poetry, the inflec-
tion point in the culture where the poet’s desire to address a psychic 
injury became one with the wish to create an aesthetic object that 
would reverberate for the reader.  Psychic content became a discur-
sive form.   

One notable example of poets using psychoanalytic theory 
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to further self-understanding is captured in Plath’s journal, where 
she sees herself in Freud’s description of melancholia, recognizing 
that she had compensated for the loss of her father by trying to fill 
her mother’s sense of emptiness, so much so that her mother 
seemed to be a vampire ready to suck the life out of her:  

Read Freud’s Mourning and Melancholia this morning: An 
almost exact description of my feelings and reasons for sui-
cide: a transferred murderous impulse from my mother onto 
myself: the ‘vampire’ metaphor Freud uses, draining the 
ego’ that is exactly the feeling I have getting in the way of 
my writing: Mother’s clutch.  I mask my self-abasement (a 
transferred hate of her) and weave it with my own real dis-
satisfactions within myself. (Plath & Hughes, 1982, p. 279) 

Plath’s entry, like confessional poetry as a movement, is emblemat-
ic of the entwining of the social, political, and individual psycho-
logical struggles that became essential to our understanding of con-
temporary culture.  Whether we look from the perspective of the 
poet or the reader, history has become more and more an internal 
process of autobiography or biography, something that lends itself 
to.  The emergence of the confessional poets and their literary 
works resonate persistently within the project of psychohistory it-
self.  The confessional movement and its influence on contempo-
rary literature emanate from the moment when psychohistory is, of 
course, involved in historical research.  As Peter Loewenberg 
writes, “it combines historical analysis with social science models, 
humanistic sensibility, and psychodynamic theory and clinical in-
sights to create a fuller, more rounded view of life in the past” (see 
http://cliospsyche.org/psychohistory#definitions).  My approach to 
the topic of psychoanalysis and poetry is hermeneutical, which was 
Freud’s process of decoding the language of hysterics and titrating 
his analyses until he felt that the patient was ready to hear them.  
One can think of the text as a baseline, and the variables have to do 
with the inner complexities of history, psychology, and culture.  
While much poetry written in the late 20th century is often consid-
ered to be excessively private and self-victimizing, it is actually a 
public discourse that can promote awareness by interrogating the 
institutions and policies that have impeded human lives. 

Poetry as a psychotherapeutic intervention has given cre-
dence to poetry therapy, which uses artful language in capacities 
where explicit or ordinary language fails to engage the depth of 
feeling an individual experiences in troubling times.  Creativity de-
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velops a personal meaning system and world that is insular while 
simultaneously connecting with others through a poetic conscious-
ness.  There is a human need to symbolize or represent via external 
forms of emotions and images that are purely internal.  Poetry is 
also non-linear and allows for the condensation and displacement of 
various defenses and feelings, sometimes even hostile ones.  In-
deed, psychoanalysis finds the sources of depression in the niches 
of memory, unconscious, and conscious, and it often indulges in 
aspects of regressive narcissism that attack the object as a part of 
itself. 

Yet, poetry is an art that weds sound and sense, transcend-
ent meaning and musicality.  Poetry includes more than an individ-
ual’s self-vigilance; it also includes a community’s capacity to be 
both supportive and critical.  It can promote awareness by interro-
gating the institutions and policies that have impeded human lives, 
as well as a beginning for mutual understanding. 

Judith Harris’ biography can be found on page 70.  
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❑  

Poetry’s Sanctuary 

Inna Rozentsvit—Clio’s Psyche 

Back Story: This poem highlights poetry’s themes of freedom of expres-
sion, introspection, emotional expression, and the transformative power 
of poetry.  From capturing love’s sweetness in sonnets to mourning’s la-
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ment in somber melodies, poetry empowers us to mend and transcend, 
offering solace and strength to fractured hearts. 

Keywords: emotional-healing, inner-world, poetry, psychohistory, trans-
formative-power 

In the chambers of the mind’s embrace,  
Where thoughts and feelings interlace,  
There lies a sanctuary, pure and free,  
A realm of words, where souls take flight, you see. 

It’s the realm of poetry, a magic space,  
Where emotions find their gentle grace,  
In verses spun from heart’s deep well,  
A refuge where our inner stories dwell. 

With ink and paper, or keyboard’s tap,  
We navigate this world, both old and new,  
In poetry’s realm, we chart our inner map,  
Discovering truths, both rare and true. 

Each stanza is a doorway to the soul,  
A portal where our deepest passions flow,  
Through rhymes and rhythms, we are whole,  
In poetry’s embrace, our spirits grow. 

It captures love in sonnets sweet and long,  
Or melancholy in a mournful song,  
In words, we find the strength to mend,  
Our fractured hearts, to heal, to transcend. 

It whispers secrets of the silent night,  
In verses that the stars themselves ignite,  
And in the morning’s tender, golden light,  
It paints a world of dreams, both day and night. 

So let us honor poetry’s special place,  
Within the heart, where dreams find space,  
For in its verses, we truly find,  
A mirror of our souls, in every line. 

 Inna Rozentsvit’s biography can be found on page 55.   
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A Poet’s Muse, Dreams, Free Association, 
and Making Something of It 

Jack Schwartz—Psychohist. Forum Research Associate 

Abstract: This paper explores how poetry is the closest idiom to a remem-
bered dream and its associations.  Poems and dreams converge as ex-
pressions of both unconscious and conscious truths, often the wellspring 
of creative endeavor.  

Keywords: Berryman, Coleridge, dreams, Ferlinghetti, Freud, Jung, Lar-
kin, Poe, poetry, psychoanalysis, Rosetti, T. S. Eliot, unconscious  

 All poets dream, but it could also be said that not all poets 
consciously use their dreams to create their poetry.  However, it is 
safe to figure that dreams are never quite lost on a poet.  Upon 
awakening from a drug-induced sleep, Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
(2007) began to write down the seminal “Kubla Khan: Or, A Vision 
in a Dream” in 1797: “I still retained some vague and dim recollec-
tion of the general purport of the vision, yet…all the rest has passed 
away like the images on the surface of a stream” (p. 216). 

 Some poets directly attribute a poem as a product of dream-
ing, while others speak of the inherent poetic nature of dream life.  
Edgar Allan Poe (1969) in his “A Dream Within a Dream” etched 
the significance of his nightmarish dreamlife: 

I stand amid the roar 
Of a surf-tormented shore, 
And I hold within my hand 

Grains of the golden sand — 
How few! yet how they creep 

Through my fingers to the deep, 
While I weep — while I weep! 

O God! Can I not grasp 
Them with a tighter clasp? 

O God! can I not save 
One from the pitiless wave? 

Is all that we see or seem 
But a dream within a dream?  (Poe, 1969, p. 130) 

The dream is a visual thing, an experience thing, an otherworldly 
thing that speaks in metaphor, symbols, feelings, and conundrums. 
For Freud, the remembered dream hid from the truth, a “disguise” 
he called it.  Yet Carl Jung (1970) saw something else, writing 
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“(manifest dream) is a spontaneous self-portrayal, in symbolic 
form, of the actual situation in the unconscious” (p. 281).  Perhaps 
both Freud and Jung are correct.  Poems, as well as dreams, can do 
both things: reveal as well as cover up or misdirect.  Take, for ex-
ample, a love poem or a loving dream: both can be created by a 
broken heart. 

But to what degree does the telling of a dream, along with 
Freud’s innovation of free association, represent poetic invention?  
Or at least a precursor to it?  Cleanth Brooks (1947) instructs us 
that “The poem, if it be a true poem is a simulacrum of reality…it is 
an ‘imitation’ -by being an experience rather than any mere state-
ment about experience or any mere abstraction from experi-
ence” (p. 194).  What if we substituted “dream” for “poem” in 
Brooks’ analysis?  That would fit well with Freud’s notion of how 
dreams are built on “day residue.”   

 Of all literary endeavors, poetry may be the closest idiom to 
a remembered dream and its associations.  From Shakespeare to 
Kerouac, poets frequently reference their dream life.  A poet’s 
dream often serves as an elemental source of inspiration—in other 
words, a muse.  Of all 20th century writers, John Berryman’s award-
winning 77 Dream Songs (1964) directly links the stream of con-
sciousness-confessional-associational dream process with the crea-
tion of poetry.  Consider the last stanza of his “Dream Song 76 
(Henry’s Confession)”:   

I offers you this handkerchief, now set 
your left foot by my right foot, 

shoulder to shoulder, all that jazz, 
arm in arm, by the beautiful sea, 

hum a little, Mr Bones. 
—I saw nobody coming, so I went instead.  (Berryman, 1969, p. 

76) 

Like a dream, Berryman’s words flow through the images—a 
“handkerchief,” a “beautiful sea,” a mysterious presence of anoth-
er—one detail collapsing into the next.  It’s the language of a dream 
where time, location, and objects swim in an ambiguous jumble, 
drifting without context yet rich with texture, living in a place we 
can easily recognize.   

The words are arranged on the poet’s page, forming mind-
shapes and mind-textures both familiar and strange.  The words 
juxtapose on a page as a seduction, a confrontation, a revelation, an 
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insight, an invitation, and even a resignation.  In Ferlinghetti’s 
(1958) jazz-infused beat masterpiece A Coney Island of the Mind: 
Poems, he riffs: 

and there would be no fires burning 
                            in the hellish holes below 

in which I might have stepped 
             nor any altars in the sky except 

                                         fountains of imagination.  (Ferlinghetti, 
1958, p. 28) 

The words on the page are written by a stranger, yet that stranger 
knows or captures a feeling and/or idea as the reader knows of, or 
had known, but has now forgotten.  Often, the side effect of some-
one knowing what one is experiencing creates a feeling of being 
less (in a sense) alone.  It could be said all poetry is designed to 
make us feel less alone, even if the poetry is about loneliness in T. 
S. Eliot’s (1915) “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”: 

Shall I part my hair behind?  Do I dare to eat a peach? 
I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach. 

I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each. 
I do not think that they will sing to me.  (Eliot, 1976, p. 7) 

Although Eliot’s imagery seems personal, idiosyncratic, and minia-
ture, the passage speaks volumes to the devastating grief of fading 
youth, physical decline, and the loss of sexual desirability as one 
ages.  In a way, Eliot’s poem could pass for a reported dream.  In 
dreamwork, Freud called this condensation and symbolism, where-
by each element carries with it the weight of memory and a subtext 
of a living history.    

Even if the author is only writing for her/himself or burns 
the papers before they can be read (as Freud had done with his early 
writing), the poet always writes the verse (even unconsciously) 
with the reader in mind.  Poetry is a correspondence of the poet’s 
heart/mind/conscious/unconscious to the mind/heart/conscious/
unconscious of another.  Even if the poet claims they are not inter-
ested in being read, the poetry is always for another to read, even 
beyond the poet’s death.   

As with poetry, dreams are built from within.  If remem-
bered, the dream images enter the conscious mind and are described 
in the form of language.  The dream tells a story through a personal 
“poetic” descriptive invention.  The associations that follow extend 
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the dream to deeper meanings.  A young woman dreamt of being 
“held hostage by a scary man” who, upon association, reflected the 
struggle she had with separating from her close-knit family, always 
feeling the need for protection from the outside world.  Simultane-
ously, the man represented her fear of her own sexual desire that 
she could not express while living with her parents.   

As mentioned before, poems, in a broad sense, may articu-
late a common feeling, creating a sense of connection.  In the asso-
ciative space of dream analysis, the patient fearlessly opens the 
dream up and, in so doing, there is a communion of sorts between 
the patient and the analyst.  In this light, the dream, like a poem, 
becomes a medium of exchange and connection.  A patient once 
told me she had a repetitive dream that a “devil, with black eyes, 
was in my kitchen, and I whispered a prayer.”  Upon remembering 
and describing the dream, she recalled, to her surprise, a scene of 
sexual assault she had long ago forgotten.  Through symbolism and 
metaphor, she recaptured poetically the precise sense of evil and 
powerlessness that had consumed her early home life so many years 
ago.  The dream came from the “fountain” of her imagination, 
which unknowingly bridged into her childhood memory and in so 
doing brought the dreamer closer to the analytic relationship.  “I 
never told anyone this before,” she remarked.  

In psychoanalysis, dreams are a starting point for free asso-
ciation or a stream of consciousness, which in my view is merely 
another word for poetry.  At the very least, the telling of a dream is 
a poetic expression, and if done courageously, free association 
could also offer more poetry.  Perhaps free association is the well-
spring of most if not all poetry.  A poet makes something of an ex-
perience, as the dreamer makes something out of “day residue,” as 
Freud called it.  I would be remiss to forget the intense effort a true 
poet makes to find the precise words, unlike the free associative 
process, which is always an unstudied random thing, sometimes 
requiring little effort.  

A poem carries a dual nature: It is both an ending and a be-
ginning, like a dream.  The poet as well as the dreamer quickly 
seizes the moment and re-describes the day residue in a foreign yet 
familiar tongue.  Words begin to shape and contain this experience, 
this frozen moment; it is a snapshot, a film, a love letter, a suicide 
note, and an emancipation proclamation.  The moment is docu-
mented in the poet’s mind and reimagined on the page as words, as 
a dream reveals in its second revision and elaboration, unfolding in 



Page 90       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

a session with (hopefully) reckless abandon. 

Freud’s dream book could be called the “interpretation of 
private poetry.”  Dreams in the psychoanalytic realm are metaphors 
and similes, verses to an epic but obscure memory-driven poem.  
Like poetry, dreams test the limits of the listener to get their mean-
ing, just as a child tests the boundaries of a parent.  Dreams and po-
etry are as free as a bird and as caged as any wild creature.  They 
are naturally disruptive and surprisingly calming.  They push and 
pull us; both can be as light as a summer breeze and as hateful as 
the cruelest truth.  They are all things, no one thing. 

As Philip Larkin (1974) reminds us about childhood, par-
ents, and perhaps the best case for psychoanalysis in his “This be 
the Verse”: 

They fuck you up, your mum and dad. 
They may not mean to, but they do. 

They fill you with the faults they had 
And add some extra, just for you. 

But they were fucked up in their turn 
By fools in old-style hats and coats, 
Who half the time were soppy-stern 
And half at one another’s throats. 

Man hands on misery to man. 
It deepens like a coastal shelf. 
Get out as early as you can, 

And don’t have any kids yourself. (Larkin, 1974, p. 431) 

It is here, in the recesses of despair, rage, reflection, and the free-
dom to choose all the words we can conceive, that a poet makes a 
stand and has something to say that grabs our attention, like a 
dream that bursts through our wall of forgetting.  The cry of loss, 
the vengeance of memory, a clever rhyme, a punch to the gut, and a 
sad farewell, poetry and free association are a human thing.  No 
other animal understands it, not our dog or cat or raccoon on the 
porch.  It is only for us to play with, to muse with, what we make of 
it, and hopefully, learn from it. 

 Jack Schwartz, PsyD, NCPsyA, is faculty, writer, editor, 
lecturer, and control analyst at The New Jersey Institute for Train-
ing in Psychoanalysis and the Object Relations Institute in Manhat-
tan, as well as a research associate of the Psychohistory Forum.  His 
novel, Our Time is Up (2007), a psychoanalytic thriller, is available 



Poetry and Psychohistory      Page 91 
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Poetic Insight and Psychohistorical  
Understanding: On Reciprocal Imagination 

Juhani Ihanus—University of Helsinki 

Abstract: Poetic inquiry and psychohistorical research are seen as com-
plementary approaches to personal and collective history and memory.  
Poetic insight and psychohistorical understanding can explore emotions, 
fantasies, reveries, motivations, and memories.  Combining their creative 
resources, poetry and psychohistory can reach enlightening vistas into 
the different layers of personality, society, and culture, with transforma-
tive effects.   

Keywords: emotions, imagination-reciprocal, inquiry-poetic, insight, 
memory, psychohistory-research, transference, transition    
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The general view in ancient Greece was that poets invented 
false stories, presenting them as myths, and were thus liars.  It pre-
vailed into late antiquity, even when alternative views were gradu-
ally proposed.  For example, poets were regarded as transmitters of 
myths, distorters of the divine truth, or sages who preserved and 
revealed ancient wisdom, especially through orally repeated words 
that consolidated human memory.  Philosophers and cosmologists 
were supposed to criticize and reinterpret the poets’ myths, but 
they, too, often used poetry as their means of expression because it 
was believed to be more effective than prose in transferring the 
messages, giving dignity to the mysteries of the cosmos, and fol-
lowing the paths of “sweetened language” that incorporated rhythm 
and melody. 

Poetry and History 
Early historians adopted the Greek skeptical view, asking 

whether the lyric, epic, and dramatic depictions of the interactions 
of gods and humans or the miraculous deeds of the heroes were at 
all reliable.  However, when comparing poetry, philosophy, and 
history, Aristotle concluded that “poetry is at once more like philos-
ophy and more worthwhile than history, since poetry tends to make 
general statements, while those of history are particular” (Aristotle, 
1972, 1451b, p. 102).  Poetry articulated the historical, political, 
social, and cultural realities, but for many critics, it was not clear 
that the poets could ensure the historical truth of their words and 
myths. 

The tension between poetry and history has taken many dif-
ferent forms through the ages.  The quest for knowledge is embed-
ded in both of these human enterprises.  The French poet and critic 
Paul Valéry (1962) warned about the instrumentalization of 
knowledge, and his dystopian conceptions of history were given 
free rein: “History is the most dangerous product evolved from 
the chemistry of the intellect.  Its properties are well known” (pp. 
114-115).  He goes on to explain that “It causes dreams, it intoxi-
cates whole peoples, gives them false memories, quickens their 
reflexes, keeps their old wounds open, torments them in their re-
pose, leads them into delusions either of grandeur or persecution, 
and makes nations bitter, arrogant, insufferable, and 
vain” (Valéry 1962, pp. 114-115).  Valéry (1962) concludes with, 
“History as it was formerly conceived was pictured as a group of 
parallel chronological tables, between which certain transverse 
accidentals were sometimes marked here and there….  But me-
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lodic history is no longer possible.  All political themes are now 
intermingled, and each event as it occurs immediately takes on a 
number of simultaneous and inseparable meanings” (pp. 114-
115). 

Psychoanalysis made it possible to focus on the intrapsychic 
scene, the history of the human mind where the psychic reality and 
its narrated truth reconstruct the historical reality and its document-
ed, “chronological” truth.  Applied psychoanalysis was extended to 
historical figures and events as well as their unconscious motiva-
tions.  Psychohistory was developed under the auspices of psychoa-
nalysis that was in the hope of becoming a science/longed to be-
come a science, albeit psychoanalysis contained humanist and ficti-
tious elements in its clinical case studies and analyses of the writers 
and artists—Freud himself, at a younger age, having nursed literary 
ambitions. 

The epistemic configuration of psychoanalysis and the hu-
man sciences, which included narrative and relational efforts at 
navigating between “not-knowing” and the desire to know, has also 
affected the field of psychohistory.  The presence of a living poetic 
memory can empower the psychohistorical sense and insight into 
different readings and interpretations of history.  They are not 
learned from a documented and closed book but allow a creative 
remembering and co-constructing of innate values and their growth 
toward the future. 

So, why poetry?  One answer, given by Elizabeth Bishop in 
her poem “At the Fishhouses” (1955), would be: “…since our 
knowledge is historical, flowing, and flown” (quoted by McClane, 
2012, p. 53).  Then, why psychohistorical poetry?  Through para-
phrasing William Carlos Williams (1923), we can answer: “To re-
fine, to clarify, to intensify that eternal [both historical and present] 
moment in which we alone live” (p. 3), by using the force of imagi-
nation.  Thus, through the intimations and illuminations of poetry, 
we may learn to read the textures and tones of history and what it 
says without clinging to what we already—masterfully—know. 

Psychohistorical Poetry 
Another question pushes forth: Is psychohistorical poetry a 

misnomer or an invention to be developed further?  I second the 
second alternative and try to explicate what it means to me.  The 
images and imagination may serve as a start here.  To me, poetry 
opposes such knowledge that “is a polite word for dead but not bur-
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ied imagination” (Cummings, 1955, p. 81).  Poetry is not only liter-
ature and literary expression, but it also communicates, mediates, 
and fosters imagination as well as refreshes the sense of the possi-
ble and the surprise of the interlacing worldviews. 

For ancient Greeks, thauma meant marvel, wonder, awe, 
astonishment, or amazement.  Plato’s Socrates (in Theatetus, 155d) 
and Aristotle (in Metaphysics, 982d) saw wonder as the beginning 
of philosophy.  For Nietzsche, the beginning of science and critical 
thinking was located not primarily in reason and cognition but in 
the astonishment of contemplating the ordinary as a remarkable 
problem (Ihanus, 2019, pp. 88-89).  Psychohistorical poetry can 
embrace both thauma and trauma curiously, approaching history 
from amazing and changing perspectives. 

Poetry contains a multitude of themes that can be tradition-
ally linked, for example, not only to religions, myths, culture, socie-
ty, history, nature, and the universe but also to both natural and hu-
man sciences, therapies, other arts, and a spectrum of human emo-
tions, from love to hate, from joy to grief.  To define the concept of 
“psychohistorical poetry,” I propose the following: Psychohistorical 
poetry is a genre of poetic expression that contains and addresses 
multiple aspects of history related to individual and collective ac-
tions, observing, exploring, and reflecting life-span developmental 
conscious and unconscious mental and physical states, such as emo-
tions, feelings, affects, attachments, sensations, memories, motives, 
fantasies, reveries, dreams, beliefs, attitudes, defenses, copings, ste-
reotypes, prejudice, and ideologies. 

Besides the explorative and reflective nature of psychohis-
torical poetry, I stress the transformative and even therapeutic ef-
fects of this kind of poetic inquiry for advancing cross-disciplinary 
encounters through the arts-based expressive means as well as ex-
periential and transference-tuned understanding.  Poetry, as a poten-
tial space and a creative playground, allows conversation between 
the fields, agendas, and actors of poetry and psychohistory.  Hence, 
it mobilizes resources for moving away from repetitious narratives, 
ritual constellations, and cognitive impasses toward renewed identi-
ties and new versions of intersubjective communication and expres-
sion. 

Psychohistorical Poetic Inquiry 
Exact sciences demand evidence-based knowledge, bypass-

ing poetically expressed evidence that may challenge long-
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cherished conceptions and theories and venture into the realms of 
(re)visionary imagination and insight.  Psychohistorical poetic in-
quiry may include vatic and enigmatic tunes as well as analytic and 
precise observation.  Without fearing the wonders (thauma) and 
horrors (trauma) of human history, dialogical or reciprocal imagina-
tion that connects poetry and psychohistory can enhance creative 
ingredients, playful associations, reflections, and flexible—not 
fixed—transference concerning historical phenomena and cultural 
transitions. 

I do not want to give the impression that poetry would be 
the magic wand that solves the complex conflicts of the human 
mind and the large-scale socio-cultural problems.  Poetry is by no 
means free from appearances and defenses.  Even when it sounds 
and resonates with the distressing subjects of history, poetry can 
express resistance to the personally touching, painful issues of loss, 
separation, frustration, exclusion, loneliness, and death.  It depends 
on who is speaking and how.  

Poets can elegantly and rhetorically repack the human sor-
rows and joys to exquisite literary forms and metaphoric scenes 
without challenging resistance to reassessing one’s life history in 
the here-and-now transference.  Poets can also alleviate such re-
sistance by probing the polyphonic and endless process of becom-
ing conscious of the self and the self-other interaction and by atten-
tively listening with what Theodor Reik famously calls the “third 
ear” to the stormy clashes of nations and the winding routes of per-
sonal psychobiographies.   

In poetry and psychohistory, the history of the psyche can 
become illuminated through complementary and reciprocal expres-
sive imagination.  Poetic insight and psychohistorical understand-
ing explore emotions, fantasies, reveries, motivations, and memo-
ries.  Combining their creative resources, poetry and psychohistory 
can reach enlightening vistas into the different layers of personality, 
society, and culture, with transformative effects.  The tropes of 
growth, knowledge, not-knowing, enjoying, loving, withering, and 
dying go together with the lines that transfer and bequeath the var-
iegated human experiences to the future edges of diction and con-
tradiction, reading and writing otherwise—perhaps already at the 
meaningful moment listening to the other fazing voices, and even 
thinking against one’s secure self. 

Multiple simultaneous perspectives and meanings follow 
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both rational logic and unconscious logic to various degrees.  Poetic 
expressions cannot be verified by historical documentation because 
they are encompassed by reveries and fantasies, musing over one’s 
life experiences in enlivening or disheartening ways.  In poetic rev-
eries, one’s desiring and thinking proceed mainly in the mode of 
unconscious or preconscious logic, the conscious becoming uncon-
scious, or reality and fantasy oscillating in the transitional state, in 
the pool of unconscious experience, generating, between the sub-
jects, the “analytic third.”  According to Ogden (1997), reverie-like 
unconscious receptivity “involves (a partial) giving over of one’s 
separate individuality to a third subject, a subject that is neither 
analyst nor analysand but a third subjectivity unconsciously 
generated by the analytic pair” (p. 9).  Surprising combinations of 
formerly separate meanings and unforeseen reconciliations of 
incompatibilities emerge from such reveries. 

Life histories, for poets and psychohistorians, remain both 
open and closed archives, crypts of the mind that are revisited and 
reexamined from changing points of view and horizons of under-
standing.  Poetic insight and psychohistorical understanding work 
together in rethinking and reinterpreting memory and history.  Sen-
sitivity and tact, as well as a sense of temporality, transience, and 
mortality, are needed in presenting interpretations that are always 
partial, not definite.  The literal interpretation of experiential history 
does not grasp the surplus meanings and memories. 

Wandering Stories 
Psychoanalysts have preferred interpretation as their crea-

tive act that delivers narrative, emotionally tinged, and autobio-
graphically loaded truths rather than officially documented and rea-
soned historical truths.  From this point of view, the analyst and the 
analysand are in a dialogic poetic relation, choosing and co-
reflecting on pertinent associative words and metaphors, not claim-
ing to reconstruct any causal chain of the history of the mind.  The 
same view applied to psychohistory finds meaningful, poetically, 
and sensitively co-constructed insights to open the temporal flow 
between the past, present, and future, and to witness the lively ex-
changes of reciprocal words and stories, and the spectrum of the 
possible worlds. 

The psychohistorical research process is by no means re-
stricted to telling, writing, and working through poems and stories.  
However, these expressive routes effectively gravitate toward the 
resignification of passages of the past and set them in present per-
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spectives of understanding, as well as meaningful autobiographical 
and psychobiographical contexts and subtexts.  Thus, psychohistor-
ical research reports carry over the ancient tradition of lyric, epic, 
and dramatic often wandering storytelling tradition, every retelling 
modifying earlier stories, metaphors, and myths, perhaps even in 
serendipitous ways.  A wandering storyteller shares stories with any 
stranger willing to hear and confabulate them.  Poetry as a peaceful 
meaning-making participates in conflict transformation, not only 
resolution.  It may not solve our problems, but it can extend our vi-
sions to uncover larger vistas than our differences. 

The often-abstract conceptual frames and theoretical 
schemes are not without their sensual undercurrents, memory trac-
es, and poetic tropes.  Scientific conceptualizations and poetic ex-
pressions are inspired by human desires for shareable knowledge 
and connections.  Such desires try to reach us across centuries, civi-
lizations, cultures, generations, genders, and language barriers.  Po-
etry and psychohistory are a crucial part of the attentive reception 
of those desires.  When Claude Monet’s art exhibition in 1909 pre-
sented his first “Water Lilies” series, an art critic claimed that Mo-
net had “reached the ultimate degree of abstraction and imagination 
joined to the real” (Bailey, Rishel, & Rosenthal 1989, p. 58).  
Moreover, even the conceptions of the real constantly change. 

Virtual Reality and Artificial Intelligence (AI) are about to 
alter the operations and parameters of the human mind in the pool 
of information and disinformation.  Through the advances of AI, 
self-consciousness and emotional intelligence as special human fea-
tures become increasingly linked to and incorporated into machines 
and human-machine interactions.  When communicating with Chat 
Generative Pre-trained Transformer (ChatGPT), the AI-directed 
language model, I have come across its (their) confession: “I do not 
have unconscious material.”  Furthermore, ChatGPT does not have 
mental contents that are dynamically conflictual and ambivalent. 

The language model is programmed to understand the dif-
ferent dimensions of the human language and has been trained on 
vast amounts of data to simulate the human experience.  ChatGPT 
can also write poems, imitating different styles, without any “own” 
style.  New itineraries between possibilities, limitations, and wan-
dering words are waiting for critical reflections, developmental 
transformations, and expressions of otherness in the networks of 
poetry, history, the human mind, culture, and AI.     
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Epilogue 

Arnold D. Richards—International Psychoanalysis.net  

Back Story: The poet reflects on the transcendent power of poetry and its per-
sonal nature.  

For me, writing poetry is a transcendent activity up close, and personal 
poetry is a lens that refracts reality— 
it reflects our view of the world and humanity. 

We describe our experience 
we write about what we remember, we search for what 
we have forgotten, we count the hours, days, months, and years of sat-
isfaction, 
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and the disappointment, traumas, and fears. 

A lifetime of connections  
all that matters— 
the many disconnections 
disruptions  
disappointments  
do not matter  

until the lights go out 

 Arnold D. Richards, MD, is a psychoanalyst who served at 
the Albert Einstein School of Medicine and numerous other facul-
ties, currently at Wuhan Hospital for Psychotherapy in China as a 
guest lecturer.  He was editor of The American Psychoana-
lyst (TAP, 1988-93) and The Journal of the American Psychoana-
lytic Association (JAPA, 1993-2004).  He has also served in various 
editorial positions and on various editorial boards of other psycho-
analytic journals.  Dr. Richards may be contacted at arnie-
dr15@icloud.com.    

The Existential Themes of Frost’s  
“A Question”  

Tom Ferraro—Psychohistory Forum Research Associate 

Abstract: This paper explores the meaning of the short Robert Frost po-
em, “A Question,” which asks whether the suffering we endure in life is 
worth the price of admission.  This poem is connected to the existential 
theme seen in other works of art.   

Keywords: existentialism, pain-and-suffering, poetry, poets, Robert Frost, 
spiritus-mundi, “A Question”  

This paper addresses the question of why poetry remains 
relatively insignificant in the American tradition.  Perhaps it has 
something to do with its poets.  I can honestly say I’ve never met a 
poet that I liked.  In all fairness, I’ve only met two, but neither fit 
into my fantasy.  I always thought poets were supposed to be kind 
and gentle souls, more like saints or angels without wings.  I met 
the first in graduate school at Stony Brook.  He was this well-
known poet in the English Department, and I innocently asked him 
to write a poem about one of my family’s best thoroughbreds.  I 
was quick to add that I was willing to pay him for his efforts.  His 
response was, “I only write poems about things I’m interested in, 
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and I’m not interested in horses.”  Okay, scratch that idea. 

The next one I met was a poet laureate from Long Island.  I 
had invited her to lunch to do a feature on her work for a newspaper 
I was working for at the time.  My first big mistake was to show up 
five minutes late.  This started us off on the wrong foot.  In the mid-
dle of the interview, I asked her if she would like to try to write a 
quick poem about the town we were in since the name of the paper 
I worked for had its name on the masthead.  She looked at me as if I 
were insane and said she certainly could not and would not write a 
poem about the town.  I should have thanked her for that response 
because it forced me to flex my weak creative bones and write one 
myself, which I included in the column.  Perhaps the hostility I ex-
perienced with these two poets reflects the fact that, in America at 
least, poets are devalued and essentially ignored. 

There is one great American poem that I want to discuss.  
It’s short but not sweet.  The poem was written by Robert Frost and 
is titled “A Question.”  It reads: 

A voice said, Look me in the stars 
And tell me truly, men of earth, 
If all the soul-and-body scars 
Were not too much to pay for birth. 
(Frost, 1942, p. 69)  

Frost is asking the ultimate existential question, “Is life worth liv-
ing?”  Many a philosopher and playwright has grappled with this 
question.  In Waiting for Godot (1953), Beckett concluded that life 
is so painful that we ought to find a rope and a hanging tree.  In 
Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883), Nietzsche concluded that since god 
died a while ago, the best we could hope for was to try to become 
some sort of superman.  That’s a tough one.  Sartre felt life was ba-
sically meaningless and wrote Nausea (1938) in response, a novel 
about anguish, shame, and longing.  Then there was Dante, who 
wrote the 895-page epic poem The Divine Comedy (1320), which 
consisted of three sections (hell, heaven, and purgatory) comprised 
of 33 cantos each.  Hell is a horror, purgatory is not much better, 
and the cantos leading up to heaven even have disappointment.  He 
never even gets to kiss his one true love, Beatrice.  All in all, Dan-
te’s vision of life’s “soul-and-body scars” outweighed the joy of 
heaven by a two-to-one ratio.  That seems about right.  We all have 
five days of hellish work and then only two days of blissful week-
ends.   
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 I suspect that the best poets, like Frost, Yeats, or Dante, are cher-
ished because they were the ones brave enough to take the heroic 
plunge into the spiritus mundi (“world spirit”), see what goes on 
down there, and resurface to tell us all about it.  Yeats summed up 
childhood nicely with his poem “The Stolen Child,” suggesting that 
even the young suffer: 

Come away, O human child! 
To the waters and the wild 
With a faery, hand in hand, 
For the world’s more full of weeping than you can under-
stand  
(Yeats, 1889, p. 112) 

So, let us return to the questions asked by Robert Frost: Does suf-
fering outweigh joy?  Is life worth living?  D. H. Lawrence came up 
with a good response in his little poem called “Self-Pity,” which is 
often repeated in the film G.I. Jane (1997) starring Demi Moore.  
Viggo Mortensen plays the Master Sergeant in charge of training 
Navy Seal recruits.  He instructs them on how to deal with suffering 
by reciting the D. H. Lawrence poem to them: 

I never saw a wild thing  
sorry for itself. 
A small bird will drop frozen dead from a bough 
without ever having felt sorry for itself. 
(Lawrence, 2009, p. 140) 

So, the answer to the question Frost poses could relate to pain toler-
ance.  The way to manage life’s inevitable suffering is to suck it up 
and grit your way through the pain.   

 Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, addressed the question 
of “soul-and-body scars” and the inevitability of suffering with his 
theory of defense mechanisms.  Denial, reaction formation, repres-
sion, sublimation, altruism, and humor are but a few of the defenses 
we use to cope with internal or external pain.  In Civilization and 
Its Discontents (1930), Freud suggested that the price we must pay 
for living in a civilized world is control over our passions and de-
sires, which produces both frustration and depression.  

America remains by and large optimistic, which explains 
why most Americans ignore, abhor, and avoid poetry.  The Ameri-
can flag is red, white, and blue.  It’s cheerful and hopeful.  America 
still clings to hope and optimism, which is one reason why Donald 
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Trump, with his blond hair and orange face, still holds an appeal for 
many Americans and remains a Presidential frontrunner in 2024.  
He provides the appeal of the blond-haired winner.  “Make America 
Great Again” is a slogan taken directly from Ronald Reagan, a 
President who also capitalized on hope, optimism, and denial.  Ig-
nore the homeless; don’t worry, be happy.  The wildly popular sum-
mer blockbuster film Barbie (2023) was another expression of 
America’s fingers crossed, smiling blond-haired optimism and de-
nial of the darker side of reality.  

 It is no surprise that the entire edifice of modern-day cogni-
tive behavioral psychology is in a state of denial about the uncon-
scious and its darkness.  Positive psychology dominates our nation, 
as do Barbie dolls, Kim Kardashian, and Donald Trump.  Just under 
the surface of America’s shiny, glossy exterior is the darkness that 
must, at all times and all costs, be denied.  The perfect embodiment 
of America’s empty soul is seen in nearly every work by American 
artist Jeff Koons.  He created those seven-foot-tall stainless steel 
balloon dogs that sell for about $56 million each.  They are remark-
ably infantile in nature, perfect for a three-and-a-half-year-old who 
finds hope and happiness in his balloon dog.  I dare you to try to 
write a poem about one of these shiny stainless-steel objects. 

 Denial is a primitive, immature defense that reflects the 
American character.  Perhaps we are not fully equipped to look be-
yond our own denial to see what is buried within our history.  
America is a young nation but one that has a very bloody, victori-
ous history.  Another current film that reflects the underbelly of 
America’s nature is Oppenheimer (2023).  Toward the middle of 
the film, after the first nuclear device explodes in the desert of Los 
Alamos, Robert Oppenheimer utters the scriptural phrase, “I am 
become death, the destroyer of worlds.”  Now, that’s a truly great 
line of poetry if I ever heard one.  Needless to say, Robert Oppen-
heimer was then ostracized and decimated by the government that 
hired him to produce this bomb—yet another example of denial and 
repression in action.   

 The American mind uses denial to avoid seeing things like 
guilt, pain, and loss.  Poetry traffics in the pain and suffering that 
swim about in our unconscious.  It therefore should be no surprise 
that poetry is not a favored form of literature for Americans.  Pulp 
fiction, newspapers, and action films are more closely aligned with 
the American psyche and its defenses.    
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 Tom Ferraro, PhD, is an author and psychoanalyst work-
ing with professional and Olympic-level athletes.  He frequently 
writes about aesthetics, politics, and cultural trends.  His next book 
will be published by Routledge in April of 2024 with the working 
title Athletes and Their Mechanisms of Defense: A Psychoanalytic 
Approach to Treating the Athlete.  He can be contacted at drtferra-
ro@aol.com.   
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How Psychohistory Can Deepen Our 
Knowledge of Poetry 

Elaine Henry Olaoye—Brookdale Community College 

Abstract: This paper embraces psychohistory’s potential as an interdisci-
plinary field of study linking psychology, history, and poetry.  Despite dif-
ferences in methodology, complexity, and type of variables, opportunities 
for collaboration are explored using a small sample of poems.   

Keywords: applied-poetry, comparative-analysis, Edmund Waller, Eliza-
beth Browning, interdisciplinary, Lord Byron, love, William Shakespeare  

Application of Applied Poetry to Psychohistory 
The role of poetry in providing data and methods that can 

contribute to the search for additional strategies that will help 
achieve psychohistory’s goals is important.  Poetry can present it-
self as an accessible construction that can open moments capturing 
the complexity of the juxtapositions and contradictions created by 
events, individual behaviors, and social factors in a brief but im-
pactful fashion.  Howard Stein identifies this as “applied poetry.”  
Rudolf Binion’s “Psychohistory,” quoted by Paul Elovitz (2018), 
provides data about psychohistory.  In pithy fashion, the piece lo-
cates and challenges some major issues facing psychohistory.  It 
also stakes psychohistory’s claims as a field of inquiry.  As Binion 
states, “All whats come down to human doings.  All whys thus end 
in psychohistory” (quoted in Elovitz, 2018, p. viii).   
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Inspired by Binion, Elovitz (2018) also authored a poem ti-
tled “Psychohistory,” which focuses, among other things, on some 
ethical and pressing issues addressed in psychohistory.  He uses the 
discipline’s methods, focusing on conscious and unconscious anal-
ysis of motivations.  It addresses questions like “Why some men 
don’t block / talented women from breaking glass ceilings. / Why 
Whites fear – or are now accepting / The humanity and power of 
Blacks, Hispanics and Asians” (Elovitz, 2018, p. XVI).  By analyz-
ing not only “His stories” but “Their stories,” “Her stories,” and 
“Our stories,” the poem helps with important work using the poetic 
modality.  

 I am a psychologist and a poet without a special claim to be 
a psychohistorian.  But I perceive all of us as facing many of the 
same challenges in helping to further understand and guide human 
behavior.  In my poem, “To Look at Anyone,” I wrote, “To look at 
anyone / If you would know them / You must look long / You must 
enter into / The millions of minute silences that pattern / Their 
words / Their acts, / Their moods, / Their seasons, / Their cy-
cles…” (Olaoye, 2008, p. 29).  Here, the phenomenon of silence is 
quantified; some have found this to be a compelling clarification 
concerning understanding human communication; silences are later 
shown in the poem to vary—to be “soft,” “incandescent,” 
“censored,” and “pained,” for example.  The poem provides form 
images and data to a psychohistorian for further interpretation.  Si-
lence is articulated in detailed and helpful ways, at individual as 
well as group levels, and gives the psychohistorian a basis for inter-
preting its dynamics. 

Comparative Analysis of Poetic Expressions of Love  
Contributions of poetry to a psychohistorian’s endeavors are 

offered using some well-known poems focused on expressions of 
love below.  Relationships involve a very complex set of variables.  
Multivariate and qualitative analyses have helped psychology better 
analyze and model the ambivalence that characterizes many rela-
tionships.  Love is reified as the ideal emotion that is critical to 
healthy relations.  However, it is as varied as there are people and 
each of them has their own changing moods and inclinations. 

The poems presented for analysis are not a statistically valid 
sample, but they do engage some major poets of the Western canon.  
A related observation is the imprecision of language: The issue of 
what a person means when using a well-known word is perennial 
and vexing, but the real problem is haunting data, analysis, and in-
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terpretation. 

Engaging poetry, which seeks to find and assess motivation 
as well as the “whys” of behavior, involves the field of hermeneu-
tics—the why of poetry—which is distinct from the how of poetry.  
The cognitive images characteristic of poetry are useful in relaying 
unconscious nuances that allow for a deeper understanding of the 
person through the poem.  These can overlap with psychohistory 
and provide the validating strategies related to poetic integrity and 
establishment of meaning. 

The chosen poems’ approaches to relationship and love vary 
from lustful demands to religiously based commitments.  The first 
poem I examine is Edmund Waller’s (1645) “Go, Lovely Rose,” 
which contrasts the romantic image and beauty of a rose with his 
almost crude message.  Men have been stereotyped as being often 
more motivated by lust than love; they will sometimes feign the 
latter to achieve the former.  The poem uses the beauty of the rose 
to acknowledge the beauty of the recipient in the first stanza, as 
well as to indicate his desire for her: “Go, lovely rose! / Tell her 
that wastes her time and me, / That now she knows, / When I re-
semble her to thee, / How sweet and fair she seems to be” (Waller, 
1645).  He then uses the rose, in all its beauty, to say that women 
who do not make themselves readily available to men are unful-
filled: “Tell her that’s young, / And shuns to have her graces spied, / 
….must have uncommended died” (Waller, 1645).  In the final stan-
za, Waller (1645) summons death to declare his disgust with the 
fact that all wondrous things like beauty die: “Then die! That she / 
the common fate of all things rare / May read in thee / How small a 
part of time they share / That are so wondrous sweet and fair!”  

This poem, probably because of its lyric beauty, has been set 
to music, and I have seen many beautiful women singing it with 
great earnestness.  The beauty that the rhythm and rhyme schemes 
achieve, employing a psychohistorian’s perspective, creates a se-
duction compelling to even those who may be at odds with the text.  
The embodiment of the poem almost contradicts the content of the 
text, providing data that presents well-crafted ambivalence.  This 
data is a perfect case for the psychohistorian working with the poet: 
The beautiful romantic lyrics also portray impatience, disgust, and 
lust.  Psychohistorians have data identifying anger and unresolved 
conflicts merged with sexual desire for a woman.  A conflict in the 
writer is engaged, inviting highly probable correct and helpful pre-
dictions of less than “loving” behavior.   
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The next poem I want to analyze, “She Walks in Beauty,” is 
by Lord Byron (1819), who uses images of a clear and starry night 
to capture the complex beauty of a woman: “She walks in beauty, 
like the night / Of cloudless climes and starry skies; / And all that’s 
best of dark and bright / Meet in her aspect and her eyes.”  This po-
em greatly contrasts Waller’s poem.  The acceptance and value of 
beauty, also by a man, is sincere, palpable, and replete with admira-
tion and a rare readiness for devotion.  The appreciation of beauty 
goes deep and suggests that it is also very much in the eye of the 
beholder.   

There is no ambivalence between the poetic form and text; 
they complement each other with a synergy that can elicit wonder 
and joy in the reader.  The shadows in the unconscious seem to 
have been banished by the light and strength of the admiration ex-
pressed, but the psychohistorian would respond by asking, “Are 
they?”  As data, analytical questions arise as to the nature of unex-
pressed feelings and longings.  Do we spot a need to locate purity 
and perfection in a woman?  What are the motives below the sur-
face that drive this expressed need?  What does it say about male 
perceptions and expectations of women?  A psychohistorian is in-
vited to use their skills to take these issues further, offering obser-
vations and predictions about male/female relations when expressed 
in this manner.  Regarding longstanding gender issues, a hypothesis 
arises as to whether this seemingly full-throated expression of ad-
miration for a woman is a velvet-gloved form of control. 

The next poem is Elizabeth Browning’s (1850) “How Do I 
Love Three.”  It has important contrasts with the others.  This is the 
first poem that uses the word love.  It signals a degree of embracing 
the experience not present in the previous poems.  The number and 
ways of loving another in this poem could be argued as overstated: 
“I love thee to the depth and breadth and height / My soul can 
reach, when feeling out of sight / For the ends of being and ideal 
grace” (Browning, 1850).  This and many of the other images that 
follow, professing how much she loves this man, include some of 
the deepest ways humans can express their passion and loyalty.  

But this is not enough for the writer.  She transfers her love 
for the saints she lost to him, continuing: “I love thee with the 
breath, / Smiles, tears, of all my life; and if God choose, / I shall but 
love thee better after death” (Browning, 1850).  Once again, we 
have poetic data that is striking and pulses with questions: Where 
does this level of a need to express such total commitment origi-
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nate?  Where is it sustained?  Poetry is supplying the psychohistori-
an once more with data that demands analysis beyond the statement 
as written.  Is this expression of total commitment the utterance of a 
prisoner of love?  What is the unconscious experience, the impulse 
driving this extreme commitment?  What or who would demand 
such fealty?  Where does the woman locate herself as a separate 
human being in need of time and space to grow?  These questions 
provide the work for the psychohistorian that the data of this poem 
offers.  Working together, the psychohistorian and the poet can ex-
pand their sources for collecting data, thereby generating more ac-
curate and meaningful knowledge. 

The final poem in this sample is by the Bard, William 
Shakespeare.  For some, it is his most acclaimed sonnet, “Shall I 
compare thee to a summer’s day?” (Sonnet 18).  In it, he expresses 
his affection and admiration for a loved one.  Again, the images 
contrast with poems that came before.  These are stronger, more 
strident, and more defiant, including: “Rough winds do shake the 
darling buds of May” (Shakespeare, 1609).  Flowers are not a meta-
phor for admiration; a rose is not the centerpiece of the poem, as 
with Waller.  The admired one is “more temperate” than a summer’s 
day.  Later, “thy eternal summer shall not fade … Nor shall death 
brag thou wander’st in his shade” (Shakespeare, 1609).  Night and 
the stars are not the similes that describe the loved one as with By-
ron.  Also, the loved one will triumph over death, unlike the final 
wish in the Waller poem.  Not surprisingly, the admired one is gen-
erally perceived to be a male, the final tribute of determination who 
triumphs with: “So long lives this and this gives life to 
thee” (Shakespeare, 1609).  This is a fitting affirmation for a male 
who had commanded the Bard’s unending respect.   

Once more, a poem provides worthwhile data not only for 
poetic analysis but also for psychohistorical analysis.  What do 
these different approaches to relationships say about the writers and 
the eras in which they lived?  About these statements across time?  
Have these gendered attitudes changed significantly?  Still, another 
issue that can hardly be ignored in 2023 is that of gender identity 
and sexual orientation.   

The supposition that Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18 was written 
for a male most certainly invites this complication in both a poetic 
and psychoanalytical analysis.  How does love between men differ 
from love between men and women?  Does a comparative analysis 
of the poems in this sample have anything to say in response to this 
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question?  The consistent differences between male and female atti-
tudes toward love further complicate the question.  The qualities 
nurtured in males and females concerning love, from the poetic data 
presented here, invite psychohistorians to explore much further the 
nature of male versus female self-love and, in relation to that, the 
choice and ability to love another male or female. 

 This brief analysis of each poem, and even briefer compara-
tive analysis using this very small sample of applied poems, shows 
that poetry provides hypotheses and insights, which can be related 
to psychohistory.  These classic poems, well-received for hundreds 
of years, offer data in which psychohistorians’ theories and methods 
can be applied for a deeper analysis.  While degrees of application 
are limited by many constraining factors related to methodological 
tools and validation in a very complex area of endeavor, work com-
bining poetry with psychohistory can indeed provide fruitful, im-
portant, and needed contributions. 

 Elaine Henry Olaoye, PhD, retired after 45 years of dedi-
cated service to Brookdale Community College as a Professor of 
Psychology to embark on a new stage in her life.  She was honored 
by the Board of Trustees for her distinguished and exemplary ca-
reer.  Dr. Olaoye published Passions of the Soul: Selected Writings 
in Poetry and Psychology on Self Development (2008) and is cur-
rently working on new poetry publications.  In July 2023, she did a 
TEDx Poetry presentation.  She can be contacted at 
drolaoye@msn.com. 
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Scissors and Paste 

Arnold D. Richards—International Psychoanalysis.net 

Poetry 
Cuts up life 
Into pieces 
And pastes them 
On a page 

 Arnold D. Richards’ biography can be found on page 99.  
  

Deadly World Embrace: German  
Expressionism and Its Relevance Today  

Holger Schumacher—German Psychohist. Association 

Abstract: Dawn of Mankind (Menschheitsdämmerung), the famous collec-
tion of Expressionist poetry, mirrors the collective fantasies in Germany 
before and after World War I: a desire for upheaval and renewal to the 
need for preservation and unification. 

Keywords: anthology, Expressionism, German-literature, Mensch-
heitsdämmerung, modernity, poetry, religion, revolution, Wilhelmine Peri-
od, World War I  

Introduction 
More than 100 years after its first publication, Dawn of 

Mankind (Menschheitsdämmerung) is still one of the most popular 
collections of poetry in German literature.  It features 23 lyricists 
and their works written between 1910 and 1919, a period known as 
Expressionism.  This label had originally been used by the painter-
communities “Bridge” and “Blue Rider” to differentiate their style 
from Naturalism and Impressionism.  The writers of the “New 
Club” later applied the term to literature.  Between 1910 and 1925, 
Expressionism grew into an artistic movement, mainly based in 
Germany and Austria.  It influenced all forms of art: belles-lettres, 
fine arts, performing arts, architecture, music, and film.  Under-
standing itself as a cultural revolution, Expressionism would be-
come the last clearly definable epoch in German literature. 

Historical framework 
As editor Kurt Pinthus (2001) claimed in his introduction, 
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“[p]oetry has always been the barometer of mental states, the move-
ment and agitation of humanity.  It foreshadowed what was to 
come, the vibrations of collective feelings, the ups, downs and aloft 
of thinking and longing” (p. 22).  The motivating experience for 
German-speaking poets was doubt and disbelief in the classic hu-
manistic ideal of the Wilhelmine Period (between 1890 and 1918) 
before World War I.  A conception that was considered decadent 
and bigoted regarding the political as well as the social circum-
stances put nationalism and imperialism on the one hand and pau-
perization of the proletariat and industrialization on the other.  Be-
ing confronted with the overwhelming big city life as a focal point 
of these developments, the new poets no longer tried to ignore the 
impositions by escaping into historicism and rural settings, as it had 
been typical for the epoch of Poetic Realism (e.g., Theodor Storm 
and Theodor Fontane).   

The conflict between a sacralization of art and the bleakness 
of natural science and technocracy, which increasingly drifted apart, 
had already been on the horizon in Neo-Romanticism, expressed by 
Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s Chandos Letter (1902).  Now, it culmi-
nated in the great skepticism about modernity: an existential fear of 
isolation and disintegration of the ego.  This feeling led to a renun-
ciation of the classical tradition and its modes of expression, which 
were regarded as a delusion.  Instead of sticking to harmony and 
formal austerity, the poets developed a new audacity.  Like in mu-
sic, the artist would rather strive for dissonance and distortion.  The 
reproduction and elevation of reality were superseded by the power 
of suggestion, intensification, ecstasy, and stylization, which 
reached far beyond concreteness.  The goal was to evoke a vision-
ary force that reawakened emotion.   

To oppose the loneliness of modernity, art was targeted as a 
corporate feeling, creating a new sense of humanity and rationale.  
Yet, in contrast to the Storm and Stress movement 150 years earlier, 
Expressionism did not distinguish itself by a clearly definable style.  
Instead, it was a melting pot for individual artists, who were already 
anticipating the plurality of forms in later literature, with a diverse 
coexistence of giddy satire, bare cynicism, gnawing hopelessness, 
pacifism, as well as the eponymous atmosphere of dawn and depar-
ture. 

Artistic digestion 
The collection, which Pinthus (2001) renounced by calling 

an “anthology” (p. 22), is divided into four chapters: “Fall and 
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Cry,” “Awakening of the Heart,” “Rebellion and Indignation,” and 
“Love Mankind.”  The first and last two chapters, regarding the 
content and the tone of the poems, can broadly be mapped on a col-
lective mental development leading from the pre- to the postwar 
period of World War I.  The earlier poems tell of a longing for 
change, for breaking up an atmosphere of stagnation.  Here, we 
come across glimpses into dire cityscapes or the horror of spending 
the same old days in unbearable boredom.  The view on everyday 
life becomes distorted, expressing an inner alienation through outer 
estrangement.   

This corresponds to Expressionist paintings where shapes 
and colors appear in unseen forms as “aesthetics of the ugly.”  
These images are contrasted with dreams of foreign soil where 
fresher experiences are waiting for young adventure seekers.  Yet, 
what sounds like a cosmopolitan desire to overcome a rigid mindset 
and cultural barriers is darkened by the notion of death lurking in-
conspicuously around the corner.  In fact, five of the lyricists in this 
collection would not return home again from the battlefields of 
World War I: Four of them died in combat, and one (Georg Trakl) 
committed suicide.  After the dream of change had turned into a 
nightmare that forced the artists to confront the reality of mass mur-
der, the later poems suddenly changed their tone and became almost 
religious.  Based on selected works from Dawn of Mankind, this 
development will subsequently be reconstructed.  Of course, the 
featured poems are rather loose pins on a vast map than tight lines 
of demarcation, summing up a longer process in a few striking met-
aphors. 

Jakob van Hoddis’ “End of the World,” the very first and 
most popular poem in this collection, evokes an atmosphere of cha-
os and destruction.  It tells us about “screams reverberating in the 
air” and “carpenters that fall and crack” (Pinthus, 2001, p. 39).  We 
can suspect that the editor, Pinthus, chose the headline of the first 
chapter (“Fall and Cry”) as a reference to these lines.  Van Hoddis 
alludes to a catastrophe with biblical dimensions when he writes 
about coasts plagued by uncanny floods.  In another poem, this time 
assigned to the third chapter, the lyricist contrasts observations of a 
harsh city morning with dreams of an idyllic nature scene: The 
“bleeding gates of an iron sky” as well as “steamboats and cranes 
awaking at a dirty flowing stream” are dissolving into “tender 
light” and birds singing (Pinthus, 2001, p. 168).  Here, we can al-
ready observe the change in tone, which is characteristic of late Ex-
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pressionism. 

Ernst Stadler’s “Early Spring” transforms the longing ex-
pressed in “End of the World” into a milder and more moderate 
wind of change.  The lyrical “I” shares his observations during a 
nocturnal promenade.  The vernal air and the blueness of the morn-
ing hour create the desire to seek out distant climes.  Stadler’s poem 
“The Departure” handles this wish more concretely.  The lyrical “I” 
now is a soldier who experiences war as a Harrisly adventure: 

Maybe in the evening victory marches would surround us, 
Maybe we would somewhere lie spread-eagled among 
corpses. 
But before bestirring and before sinking 
Our eyes would fully and fierily be drinking world and sun.  
(Pinthus, 2001, p. 80) 

This poem marks a turning point in the Expressionist lyric.  It fore-
shadows the fate awaiting Stadler and his colleagues Alfred Lich-
tenstein, Ernst Wilhelm Lotz, and August Stramm, who died in 
World War I. 

One of the most beautiful examples of the later, more even-
tempered and pacifistic phase of Expressionism is Iwan Goll’s 
“Creation” from 1918: 

Pink seas 
Sparkled in the spring of their waves, 
Rustling palm trees rose, 
On the corals ripened 
The starfruit. 

And the blue hammers of spirit 
And the angels' pipes 
Sounded around the emblazed sky. 

At the hill-wedding 
Lilac fountains cascaded into the valley, 
Trees were full of world embrace, 
And the temples of spring pounded.  (Pinthus, 2001, p. 288) 

The stylistic approach remains the same, but the tone and attitude 
are different now.  We still experience the suggestive puissance, the 
exuberant intensiveness, and the synesthesia of earlier poems, at-
tributing unusual colors and adjectives to their objects.  But the ug-
ly and estranged have given way to a well-balanced ode praising 
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man and creation.  After the atrocities of war, hope for preservation 
and mankind united in peace seems to build colorful sprouts here.  
But it’s overshadowed by the fact that, with the dark clouds of Na-
tional Socialism and World War II gathering on the horizon, it 
would soon result in a painful disappointment for Goll and his lyric 
contemporaries. 

Conclusion: Back to the future? 
Why do these poems still offer identification to us, although 

their aspiration resulted in meanders, dead ends, and even greater 
catastrophes?  Is it just the (psycho)historical fascination for a far-
away period?  Or do we recognize the present and our possible fu-
ture there?  Do we feel that the problems addressed in these poems 
are closer to us than we think, just like the expectations back then?  
Are they perhaps still prevailing and have resurfaced in a different 
form of appearance?   

Today, the information age proclaims an abolishment of the 
human predisposition for ideology.  This implies a “physiological 
worldview that neglects the soul in favor of the brain 
again” (Schumacher, Winter 2021, p. 252).  With Artificial Intelli-
gence as the next step of “problem-solving,” we find ourselves back 
at the breaking point of modernity, where the “new ‘freedom’ has 
inverted itself into loneliness and senselessness” once more 
(Schumacher, Winter 2021, p. 252).  Being exposed to the same 
contradiction between hope and fear, promises and abysses, it is no 
wonder that we return to the lyric, which enounces a cry for human-
ity, a trepidation of the inner world.  Remembering these 100-year-
old poems, we should therefore raise an unpleasant question: What 
is the hidden downside of our current pipe dream, its yet uncon-
scious effects, which we are blind to see? 

Holger Schumacher is an author and filmmaker based in 
Cologne, Germany.  He is a member of the Association for Psycho-
history and Political Psychology (GPPP), the International Szondi 
Association (ISA), and the German Association for Socioanalytical 
Research (DGSF), as well as editor of filmpsychoanalyse.de.  His 
recent book, Michael Mann: Cinema between Rage and Loneliness 
(in German, 2023), may be accessed at Springer VS (https://
link.springer.com/book/9783658416720).  All poems and titles in 
this article were translated by the author.  He can be contacted at 
editor@filmpsychoanalyse.de.   
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Responses to the Israel-Hamas-
Palestinian-Iranian-Hezbollah War 

A Psychohistorical Analysis of Overinvest-
ment in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 

Adam J. Sacks—University of Hong Kong   

Abstract: The article utilizes a psychoanalytically informed historical 
approach to analyze disproportionate investment in the Israel-Palestine 
conflict.  Explanations are found in the multiple and exceptional liminali-
ties of this longstanding regional strife and the challenges it poses to the 
architecture of post-war global morality. 

Keywords: fundamentalism, genocide, Israel-Palestine conflict, liminality, 
nationalism, orientalism, overidentification  

Israelophobia, islamophobia, antisemitism, and orientalism: 
These ideologies of hate or fear have limited analytic value and 
tend to become redundant.  Phobia, like unhappiness, as Freud 
averred, is entirely ordinary; it is phobic tendencies that go beyond 
“the necessary” that spill over onto pathology and ideology.  The 
ritual trotting out of those above terms corroborates that psychic 
and libidinal investment in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict reaches a 
realm of overidentification far beyond that of other similar vectors 
of strife.  

A psychoanalytically informed approach must go beyond 
ideology and uncover deeper motivating processes.  This Mideast 
conflict is a test case and point of comparison for bystander and 
spectator overidentification and underidentification.  Overidentifi-
cation here, at times, reaches a point of histrionic monomania.  For 
instance, declarations that “everything” is connected through Pales-
tine or that Palestine is the defining issue of a generation.  In con-
trast, other ongoing conflicts like that in Darfur are regularly sub-
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ject to dissociation.  Why do some global conflicts mobilize and 
energize psychic and emotional investment while others produce 
little emotion, except for those involved?  The basis of most con-
flicts—resource competition—remains the same, yet bystander in-
vestment levels and emotional arousal vary widely and wildly. 

Minority oppression, land annexation, internecine conflict, 
and indigenous resistance may be found as norms on almost every 
continent.  Associated levels of violence are, if anything, worse out-
side Israel and Palestine.  The total loss of life in almost a century 
of fighting there has not exceeded 200,000.  Yet there have been at 
least 5,000 recorded global public actions since the disastrous latest 
round of fighting (the 9th since 1923, if counted conservatively) in 
October 2023.  The less conservative number for rounds of fighting 
between Israelis and Palestinians is actually 16 distinct 
“wars” (Rothstein, 2023). 

 If anything, one could claim that the conflict between the 
Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea is one of comparatively 
lower stakes globally for the following reasons: The populations 
and land tracts are relatively small, globally critical natural re-
sources are not in play, there is no immediate risk of nuclear war, 
and both sides fall squarely into the global classification range of 
middle-income economies in terms of gross domestic product and 
per capita income.  While future historians may categorize the cur-
rent round as a case of genocide, it would still fall far below the 
consistent 25% baseline threshold for population loss common to 
all other canonically consensus cases for which the average is clos-
er to a 50% loss.  For instance, casualty rates in the Cambodian 
Genocide amount to 25% (of domestic Cambodians), while in the 
Rwandan Genocide, they reach as high as 77% (of Rwandan Tutsis) 
(Verpoorten, 2005).  Furthermore, Israel has no stated intention of 
destroying the Palestinian population as a whole, given that approx-
imately two million live as Israeli citizens with representatives in 
the Knesset and throughout the Israeli body politic.  The Israeli mil-
itary pursuit of Hamas is complicated by this terrorist organiza-
tion’s strategy of maximizing civilian deaths to add to the list of its 
martyrs while minimizing the killing of its own forces.  

 Focusing on this conflict doesn’t shorten any path to resolu-
tion of the most urgent challenges facing humanity today.  The re-
sponse to this conflict seems to be a screen projection and possibly 
a stage-managed deflection from other major issues.  A recent na-
tional poll amongst college students even had it placed 9th out of 
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nine (Habeshian, 2024).  Psychologically, this displaced overidenti-
fication may be satisfying precisely because it has the psychic sta-
tus of a luxury or an indulgence.     

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is, however, exceptional in 
its liminality.  It forms a global transitional space, arousing a great-
er degree of uncertainty and anxiety over boundaries that inspires 
reactionary desires for boundedness and fixation.  The territory 
straddles fault lines between three continents, three major world 
religions, and even three civilizational alliance systems.  Within 
themselves, the Israeli state is also notoriously liminal, as it made a 
sudden ideological shift from a secular socialist in the first half of 
its existence to one voraciously capitalist and more aggressively 
theocratic.  Population-wise, the Jewish state is split almost evenly 
between People of Color from North Africa, the Middle East, and 
the European descended.  Palestinians arguably remain the least 
clearly defined among Arab national-state groupings.   

The Palestinian nationalist discourse was suppressed and 
unrecognized for so long that its current strident outward declara-
tion takes on the added psychic reward of breaking a former taboo.  
They are also internally split amongst the world’s first and oldest 
Christians (containing the cities Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Naza-
reth) and a nationalist movement that in recent decades veered ra-
ther suddenly from the secular Marxist to the Islamic fundamental-
ist.  Jews always formed a haunting, internal other for so many na-
tions on their wanderings.  Now, they constitute a lost internal di-
mension of the national self throughout the European and Arab 
world.  The Palestinians are currently the internal haunting shadow 
of the Jewish state: The fate of the Palestinian people is inextricably 
tied up with the Jewish tortured path to state normalization, a pro-
spect now seemingly perpetually deferred, much like the Palestini-
an path to having any fully autonomous state at all.  

This pair of spectral presences activates wish fulfillment 
along the political spectrum that suppresses the dialectical character 
of the conflict.  Behind the overidentifying overinvestment in the 
conflict is a desire to repress dialectical thinking.  For instance, 
American Christian Fundamentalists are heavily energized by a 
country whose largest city, Tel Aviv, has repeatedly been voted “the 
best gay city” and “the most gay-friendly city,” while centrist liber-
als too often conveniently sidestep the authoritarian character of the 
Israeli government and the increasing power of Jewish theocratic 
and fundamentalist elements.  At the same time, activists in Europe 
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and the U.S. exercise civil liberties to voice support for a Gazan 
society whose political rulers explicitly suppress all civil rights.  

The incongruity of queer support for an Islamofascist homo-
phobic regime has long been noted.  Many revel in this facile con-
tradiction but fall short of noticing the depth of psychological pro-
cesses at work.  The prevalence of using the kaffiyeh (traditional 
male headdress) as a face mask appears satisfying psychologically 
and is a kind of civic performance in the public sphere.  The em-
brace of politicized masking provides an escape route, wittingly or 
not, from all-pervasive discourses of identity and public gender af-
firmation.  Compounded by mass civic surveillance and self-
surveillance via social media, many in the younger generation may 
have a barely repressed and understandable wish for non-identity 
altogether.  This taking up of masking is a satisfying psychological 
retort to a present moment in which “being seen” is the requisite of 
humanistic and civic validation.  One may also note the romanticiz-
ing orientalism of the wandering desert Bedouin, or kaffiyeh swag-
ger, a stark contrast to the more specifically cerebral Judaic head 
covering, the yarmulke, of the wandering people of the book. 

The resentful and impulse-laden claim often heard is that 
those most impassioned by this conflict hate the West or somehow 
exhibit self-hating tendencies.  This conflict satisfies an urge to-
ward psychic splitting into dichotomies of the villainous and the 
righteous, a stable demarcation that eases the path into a certain in-
fantile regression of thought.  By contrast, conflicts on the African 
continent, where there have been at least three significant genocides 
in the last century, do not allow for such facile disaggregation.  In 
the case of Darfur, there is a current ongoing repeat genocide, 
which is arousing far less attention than the first case there around 
20 years ago.  If anything, in the case of Africa, this reinforces a 
sense of psychological helplessness in the onlooker and a familiar 
gaze onto Africa as the “dark continent.”  Conflicts there are re-
duced to tribal warfare or, worse, an evolutionary process of popu-
lation control.  The ongoing presence of such conflicts that are mar-
ginal to everyday consciousness may even have an element of com-
fort, an assuaging of ego security safely ensconced inside the psy-
chic fortress of the West.  

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict enables moralizing narration 
because it activates strong centers of ego-identification. In particu-
lar, this conflict triggers latent yet deep religious and cultural mes-
saging within the Abrahamic world.  On a psychological level, any-
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thing Holy Land-related evokes the apocalyptic, salvific, and escha-
tological so inextricable from the monotheistic imagination, such as 
the desire for an end of history and all things.  In a more contempo-
rary and secular sense, Israel is the most direct political heir to the 
transvaluation of global ideals and standards since the Holocaust, 
which, as many have observed, bears the attributes of a negative, 
secular revelation.  Since that rupture in civilization, the moral 
lodestar of the post-war world has increasingly remained a negative 
heroization of the victim and their suffering.  Paradoxically, the ex-
perience of dehumanization elevated one’s position within the hier-
archy of humanity and conferred great moral authority.  

Today, Israel enjoys an entirely singular, liminal position, 
benefitting from the consecration of victimhood while also vehe-
mently exhibiting all those vitalistic qualities long gone in the West: 
militarism, nationalism, pro-natalism, and religious enthusiasm.  
Israel maintains an overly strong, even ultra-nationalistic, sense of 
bonding with high rates of “measured happiness” and one of the 
highest birth rates among economically developed countries.  The 
hyperbolic cathexis of this conflict is less about the toppling of 
Western civilization than a displaced mourning for a pre-Holocaust 
world.  Israel is the archetypical “bad parent” in the current moral 
order, the fountainhead of a world system values covenant whose 
tacit injunctions it recurrently contradicts with spirited aplomb.  

Adam J. Sacks, PhD, holds a PhD and MA from the De-
partment of History at Brown University, a Masters of Science 
(High Honors) from the City College of New York, and a BA, Sum-
ma Cum Laude, Phi Beta Kappa from Cornell University.  Current-
ly, he is a Lecturer for the Faculty of the Arts at the University of 
Hong Kong.  He has published two short books on cultural criti-
cism: one on Wagner’s Parsifal and the other on the Oberammergau 
Passion Play.  He is completing a manuscript on the relationship of 
music and politics from Beethoven to Beyoncé.  Dr. Sacks can be 
contacted at adamjsonline@gmail.com.  For more of his articles, 
please see adamjsacks.net.   
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The Double Standard Argument  
in Defending Israel 

Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi—University of Haifa 

Abstract: The author explores the illegitimacy of the claims that Israel is 
being singled out.  Bringing in several experts on the topic, from Saul 
Bellow to Harold Bloom, he testifies to the prevalence of injustice around 
the world and Israel’s place in it.    

Keywords: apartheid, injustice, Israel, Law of the Jungle, Palestine, pub-
lic-intellectuals, Saul Bellow, Zionism 

Israel’s defenders have always claimed that it is being sin-
gled out in a world full of injustice because of bigotry and bias.  
Presenting the world as naturally unjust and nature as oppressive 
has always been the first refuge for those who want to preserve 
their privileges.  As a general ideological position, it has been an 
integral part of European fascism.  In this case, liberation for Jews 
must mean oppression for others because this is nature’s way.  This 
argument does not bestow any legitimacy except that of brute pow-
er and ruthless suppression. 

Here is Martin Buber’s general comment on injustice, writ-
ten in the 1940s and offered in the context of Zionism: “Life, in that 
it is life, necessarily involves injustice … We cannot refrain from 
doing injustice altogether, but we are given the grace of not having 
to do more injustice than absolutely necessary” (quoted in Moore, 
1996, p. 208).  The problem is deciding how much injustice is nec-
essary and toward whom.  Claiming that existence always involves 
injustice (how?) is a feeble moral argument to justify crimes. 

“That’s the way the world operates.  That’s how it has been 
everywhere.”  This excuse has become increasingly popular in Isra-
el.  Dispossession and injustice are the way of the world.  This is 
really a “Law of the Jungle” justification disguised as a historical 
observation.  This Hobbesian view is a product of despair, the reali-
zation that there are no more excuses, no further justifications, and 
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no moral claims in a world without morality in which the strong are 
just.  The need to justify Zionism and the lack of other defenses has 
made it part of the Israeli worldview.   

This is tied to the argument that the prevalence of injustice 
in this world implies that Israel is being singled out for scrutiny 
while other evils are ignored.  The next step is that of detailing spe-
cific cases of victimization and showing that they were much worse 
than the case of victimizing the Palestinians.  In some cases, Is-
rael’s defenders claim that the Palestine case was much less severe 
than others.  In others, there is simply a complaint about the mini-
mal attention paid to similar cases. 

Thus, Saul Bellow (1976) reminded us that “The Russians 
have expelled Chechens, Kalmyks, Volga Germans, and others en 
masse from their home territories.  Their problems are not dis-
cussed at the U.N.” (p. 161).  Bellow also approvingly quotes Marie 
Syrkin, who wrote about Palestinians who can observe their homes 
being occupied by others:  

But the very proximity of the abandoned neighborhood, 
while tantalizing, is the true measure of how little national 
loss the Arab from Palestine suffered.  Even for so slight a 
cause as a new subway or urban relocation people are shift-
ed larger distances and to stranger surroundings than the 
changes endured by the majority of the Arab refugees.  Nas-
ser had no qualms about dislodging whole villages for his 
Aswan Dam, despite the objections of the inhabitants, and 
the impressive ease with which the Soviet Union repeatedly 
shifted huge numbers of its people to further some social or 
political purpose is a matter of record.  Only in the case of 
the Arabs has village patriotism been raised to a sacred 
cause (Bellow, 1976, pp. 158-159).   

Simon Schama and Anthony Julius (2006) complained that the call 
to boycott Israel “says nothing about the egregious human rights 
abuses committed elsewhere in the world (Darfur, Chechnya, and 
many other places)” (para 9).  This is true, of course.  They seem to 
propose that to every protest against specific instances of injustice, 
a list of other injustices should be attached, with an indication of 
support for other protesters.  Every condemnation should be bal-
anced by mentioning all other reprehensible acts happening around 
the globe.  Human rights violations and illegal occupations take 
place in innumerable countries such as China, Zimbabwe, Saudi 
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Arabia, Syria, Pakistan, Russia, Turkmenistan, the Democratic Re-
public of Congo, Chechnya, Tibet, Liberia, Corsica, Kashmir, West-
ern Sahara, Cyprus, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and Myanmar, to name 
just a few.  Should those protesting the acts of China in Tibet be 
criticized for ignoring other injustices?  

Clearly, Israel is not being singled out.  International public 
opinion was critical of apartheid in South Africa and supported the 
right to self-determination of indigenous populations in Vietnam, 
India, and Algeria.  Was that because of bigotry? 

Once you attempt to calibrate the levels of injustice, things 
can get tricky, as the literary critic Harold Bloom (2010) demon-
strated when he wrote: “Of the nearly 200 recognized nation-states 
in the world today, something like at least half are more reprehensi-
ble than even the worst aspects of Israel’s policy toward the Pales-
tinians” (p. BR1).  This implies that there are at least 100 countries 
that are less reprehensible than Israel, which, on the Bloom awful-
ness scale, is right in the middle.   

The truth is that Israel does play a special role in any list of 
world nations.  Only Israel is habitually presented as a model and 
defended by a group of global public intellectuals.  When Saudi 
Arabia is criticized for its human rights record, no public intellectu-
al rises to its defense with eloquent and moving arguments an-
chored in the philosophy of justice, as Michael Walzer does.  Saudi 
Arabia has no Michael Walzer, and there is no real debate around 
its status as a model for humanity. 

Even Israel’s defenders agree that speaking of other evils 
and the prevalence of injustice in the world is no excuse.  As Chaim 
Gans (2008) states, the “everybody does it” argument is no justifi-
cation (p. 73).  Bellow (1976) openly admits: “It is manifestly true 
that others have displaced peasants from their lands.  Nevertheless, 
the tu quoque [you too] argument is insufficient, and that there were 
injustices must be granted” (p. 54). 

We should be grateful to Israel’s defenders for reminding us 
of other areas of the world where terrible things are going on.  They 
want us to conclude that humanity still follows the Law of the Jun-
gle, but we may conclude and act otherwise.  In some of them, we 
may discover that, to our great surprise, Israel managed to be in-
volved.  Israel has been supplying arms to the military regime in 
Myanmar, just as Israel had historically supported a variety of unsa-
vory allies, from the apartheid regime in South Africa to various 
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dictators in Central America.   
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Remembrance Articles 

In Memory of Harvard  
Anthropologist Robert A. LeVine  

Andrea Chiovenda—Duquesne University 

Professor Robert A. LeVine (1932–2023) was my teacher 
and mentor.  He was a like-minded person who quickly became my 
intellectual ally and, ultimately, a dear friend.  Bob was one of the 
very last scholars who witnessed and operated within the frame-
work of the Culture and Personality school and who, at the same 
time, contributed the most to radically redress its fallacies.  In so 
doing, he set the foundations for the kind of psychological anthro-
pology we practice today.   

Professor LeVine was one of the six pairs of graduate stu-
dents John and Beatrice Whiting sent in the 1950s to the world’s 
four corners for their well-known ethnographic study on compara-
tive childhood development.  His longstanding interest in the Gusii 
of Kenya, Africa in general, and developmental anthropology start-
ed then.  Yet Bob was also the person who, profoundly fascinated 
by the deep reaches of psychoanalysis, received full training at the 
Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute in the 1960s and became a 
staunch Kohutian, despite the Freudianism in which he had been 
enculturated by the Whitings (indeed, he was a direct student of 
Heinz Kohut at the Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute).  While he 
always remained appreciative of many of Sigmund Freud’s intui-
tions, he felt that the concept of the self that Kohut proposed (albeit 
only after the death of Anna Freud, as Bob always liked to point 
out) was better positioned to reflect the inextricable and profound 
interdependence he had discovered between socio-cultural environ-
ment and individual psychic processes.   

Professor LeVine published extensively on a wide range of 
topics—childhood development, ethnocentrism, the critique of at-
tachment theory, the history of psychological anthropology, mater-
nal literacy and its ramifications, etc.—but psychoanalysis was al-
ways at the center of his personal attention.  Bob expressed his re-
gret many times with me for not having been able to actually “do 
psychoanalysis in the field” the way he had wished to do it, which 
he had theorized about in his most valuable conceptual contribution 
to the field: Culture, Behavior and Personality: An Introduction to 
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the Comparative Study of Psychosocial Adaptation (1973; 2nd ed. 
1982).  He did not fetishize the clinician’s consulting room and be-
lieved true, legitimate psychoanalysis could be performed in a natu-
ralistic environment.   

Beyond setting the theoretical foundations for a type of eth-
nographic work—person-centered interviewing—that has become 
today a sine qua non for any meaningful psychodynamic ethno-
graphic work, Culture, Behavior and Personality contains the one 
principle that I have come to consider the most important for an 
ethnographer who engages their interlocutors psychoanalytically 
and psychodynamically.  Bob LeVine (1982) writes: “Individuals, 
and only individuals, can be psychoanalyzed.  Customs, institutions 
and organizations cannot be, and any attempt to do so involves dis-
pensing with those elements in the clinical method that give psy-
choanalytic assessments their validity” (p. 209).  In its courage, in-
tellectual honesty, and academic rigor, this principle has been the 
one that has most crucially informed my work in the field as a psy-
chodynamic anthropologist and the one yardstick against which I 
have always evaluated my and others’ work.  The wisdom and 
knowledge that Professor LeVine has conveyed to us over the years 
were only matched by his friendliness, down-to-earthness, and the 
profound respect he granted to everyone, no matter what, for the 
very fact of being human beings.  He is sorely missed.  

Andrea Chiovenda, PhD, is a visiting assistant professor 
in the psychology department at Duquesne University in Pittsburgh.  
He received his PhD in anthropology from Boston University in 
2015 and completed his post-doctoral work at Harvard Medical 
School in 2015-2019.  He has taught at Harvard University, Emer-
son College (Boston), Zayed University (Abu Dhabi, UAE), and 
Duquesne University.  Dr. Chiovenda wrote Crafting Masculine 
Selves: Culture, War and Psychodynamics in Afghanistan (2020, 
Oxford University Press), which won the 2021 Boyer Prize from 
the Society for Psychological Anthropology.  He can be contacted 
at chiovendaa@duq.edu.   
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Norman Simms (1940-2022): In Memoriam 

Paul H. Elovitz—Psychohistorian 

It recently came to our attention that this enormously pro-
ductive scholar died two years ago.  Born in Brooklyn and educated 
in his native country, he made his career in New Zealand, teaching 
at Waikato University.  Norman’s approach was that of the French 
Annales School, and then he fell in love with psychohistory.  His 
productivity included the publication of over 400 articles, reviews, 
pamphlets, and books on a wide variety of subjects, with much of 
his more recent scholarship being devoted to a three-volume study 
of Alfred Dreyfus and the broader study of Jewish identity, history, 
and the Holocaust.  Dr. Simms founded and published the interna-
tional journal Mentalities/Mentalités, which regrettably died with 
him as of Volume 36 in 2022.  Our condolences to his wife Martha, 
daughter Molly (Meliors), son David, daughter-in-law Penny, and 
granddaughter Louise.  Norman is one of those special human be-
ings who is missed.  

Paul H. Elovitz’ biography can be found on page 11.    

Book Reviews 

Barbie’s America: How Psychoanalysis 
Can Help with the Patriarchy, Climate 

Change, and Exploitation 

Hannah Hahn—Institute for Contemporary Psychotherapy 

Review of Karyne E. Messina’s Barbie and the Great Amer-
ican Identity Crisis: The Unfortunate Reality of a Nation Plagued 
by Racism, Patriarchy, and Stark Hypocrisy (Chevy Chase, MD: PI 
Press, 2024), ISBN 978-1-7362388-1-3, pages 119, paperback, 
$19.99, Kindle, $11.99. 

In this short but wide-ranging book, Maryland-based psy-
chologist and psychoanalyst Karyne Messina tries to explain how 
America became the problematic country that it is today.  She uses 
Barbie and her world, as portrayed in Greta Gerwig’s 2023 movie, 
as her inspiration and an ingenious way to interest her readers.   

Messina’s conceit is that, in the Barbie movie, the titular 
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character suffers an existential identity crisis; similarly, the U.S. is 
now suffering a national identity crisis.  To explain what Americans 
stand for, the author treats topics such as patriarchy, climate 
change, and the displacement of our indigenous populations.  In 
terms easily accessible to the layperson, she uses psychoanalytic 
concepts to discuss these and other topics intelligently. 

In essays (she calls her chapters essays) one and two, Messi-
na introduces the idea of patriarchy by talking about the mano-
sphere, a collection of online misogynistic forums that have recent-
ly increased.  In these imaginary online spaces, men can feel domi-
nant and believe themselves to be hypermasculine.  The author 
points out that misogyny, an offshoot of patriarchy, is a way that 
men “toughen up” to “protect themselves” against experiencing 
painful emotions that are related to the loss of love.  In other words, 
misogyny is a defense against loss.  In patriarchal societies, aggres-
sion, competition, and dominance are valued, and men feel pres-
sured to conform to strictly defined roles, perhaps as a defense 
against loss.  Thus, men, as well as women, suffer under patriarchy. 

In essay three, Messina has Barbie come to her for psychoa-
nalysis, and she explains crucial aspects of psychoanalytic treat-
ment.  For example, she notes that, in the safety of the psychoana-
lytic relationship, changes in the self can occur “in concert with an-
other person” (p. 55).  A newly developed state of mind may 
“emerge” as part of the process of change; this is a benevolent part 
of the self, a creative “inner other” (p. 55, note 8).  During Barbie’s 
fictional treatment, she decides that she wants to do something pos-
itive for the world. 

Having completed her analysis, Barbie, in essay four, is 
now ready for a career—she becomes a champion for environmen-
tal change.  Climate change is Messina’s passion; she is at her best 
in describing climate issues and the accompanying climate-mental 
health crisis.  “It’s time to recognize, if not embrace, our collective 
grief for our imperiled planet, and mobilize our efforts to mitigate 
the damage before it’s too late,” she writes (p. 71).  Trump promot-
ed climate change denialism, and his administration rolled back cli-
mate mitigation efforts by years.  “Even basic facts were called into 
question under Trump’s presidency,” the author notes (pp. 76-77).  
Trump’s tactics of politicization and dismissing data made it almost 
impossible to have honest communication about climate change.   

Interestingly, Messina, quoting a 2022 United Nations re-



Book Reviews      Page 127 
 

 

port, points out that women worldwide are “more vulnerable than 
men to the impacts of climate change,” as they are the majority of 
the poor and are “more dependent on threatened natural re-
sources” (p. 81).  According to the author, often-ingrained cultural 
beliefs prevent women from pursuing opportunities to enhance their 
lives and improve the environment.  Therefore, “to create change” 
by enabling people to heed advice, “we’ve got to help” them “into 
the right mindset”—they need to think of “change as something” 
they themselves are involved in, not “something” outsiders “force” 
on them (p. 82).  Messina advises that, while large efforts toward 
climate mitigation are key, so are the small endeavors undertaken 
by ordinary citizens.  “Each of us doing one thing is better than 
most of us doing nothing” (p. 82).   

In writing about the psychological effects of climate change, 
Messina points out that the psychological community must 
“identify and treat mental health disorders caused by a warming 
planet” (p. 83).  One surprise was that in this otherwise excellent 
essay, the idea that Barbie herself is working toward environmental 
change was dropped without explanation. 

Essay five treats the “original identity crisis in America,” 
exploitation of our indigenous and Black populations (p. 89).  As 
American settlers moved westward, they were responsible for the 
deaths of 56 million indigenous people (Koch et al., 2019).  The 
process of pursuing Manifest Destiny meant the deliberate killing 
of indigenous people and destroying their traditions.  Messina also 
describes the Tulsa race massacre of 1921.  She explains how the 
White people responsible for the massacre—to “get rid of ... nega-
tive thoughts or feelings about themselves” at having caused so 
many deaths—projected “bad” feelings about themselves onto the 
Black victims of the massacre (p. 96).  In the process, the Tulsa 
massacres were reinvented as riots begun by Black people that had 
to be quelled by White vigilantes.  The author explains this process 
of “blame shifting” by White people onto Blacks as projection or 
projective identification.   

In essay six, Messina details four psychological processes 
that could help to heal our divided nation: taking back projections, 
mentalization, reparative leadership, and truth and reconciliation 
processes (TRC).  For me, understanding the psychological under-
pinnings of TRC—and that it is possible to repair the damage we 
have done to each other nationally—is heartening.  That this 
worked not only in far-off South Africa and Rwanda but also in 



Page 128       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

neighboring Canada with its indigenous people is indispensable 
knowledge.  This book shows how we as a country can attempt 
healing by “accepting responsibility for wrongdoing” (p. 115)—
although the author acknowledges that a TRC probably won’t hap-
pen in the U.S. anytime soon.   

Messina uses psychoanalytic ideas as the scaffolding for 
this healing process, suggesting how we, as psychoanalysts, can be 
directly helpful in alleviating our country’s societal ills.  We can 
hold onto the hope that doing so is within the realm of possibility 
and communicate this to our colleagues. 

Hannah Hahn, PhD, is a psychologist/psychoanalyst and 
author of a psychoanalytic study of Jewish immigration focusing on 
trauma, loss, and memory, titled They Left It A ll Behind (2020).  
She can be contacted at hh122@aol.com.   
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The Unorthodox, Interesting, and  
Productive Life of Arnold Richards 

Paul H. Elovitz—Psychobiography Forum 

 Review of Arnold D. Richards’ Unorthodox: My Life In and 
Outside of Psychoanalysis: A Memoir (New York: International 
Psychoanalytic Books, 2023), ISBN 9781956864502, 346 pages, 
paperback, $35.  

 The word Unorthodox in this book’s title is clearly appro-
priate for Arnold Richards’ life and autobiography.  When this most 
accomplished psychoanalytic editor and publisher came to my at-
tention, I was immediately impressed and set up the December 
2013 interview “Arnold Richards: Disseminating Psychoanalysis” 
in Clio’s Psyche with him.  I developed enormous respect and ad-
miration for Dr. Richards and his talented wife, Arlene Kramer 
Richards.  His energy is all but astounding, and I hope that at his 
age, I can come close to matching it and his productivity.  Among 
his many achievements, he fought effectively for the inclusion of 
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non-psychiatrists into psychoanalysis, healed many as an analyst, 
did yeoman service as an editor, and created International Psycho-
analytic Books (IPBooks), which has brought some wonderful titles 
to the psychoanalytic community while providing creative employ-
ment for his daughter and son-in-law. 

 Unorthodox starts with a fine introduction by Daniel Ben-
veniste and the reflections of Nancy Goodman.  Benveniste gets to 
the heart of the matter when he writes that “Psychoanalysis is inher-
ently subversive, and Arnold Richards is a psychoanalytic guerrilla 
warrior.”  Amidst Daniel’s other insights are over three pages of 
short biographies in “Richards’ Personal Thought Collective” (p. 
xxx-xxxii).  These are very helpful for the reader, especially since 
the author’s thesis is “that personal relationships determine politics 
and are affected by politics” (p. 123).  Without this, the reader 
might get lost among the New York psychoanalysts he references.  
Additionally, Richards has made a great commitment to bring psy-
chotherapeutic training and insights to China, provided crisis coun-
seling to New York survivors of 9/11, brought psychotherapy to 
prisoners in Virginia, and generally worked to expand the applica-
tion of psychoanalysis.  All of these important contributions are 
covered in his book. 

Richards’ memoir covers his family history, childhood and 
youth in Brooklyn, stellar education at all levels, sparkling career, 
and turning against the politics of exclusion in the psychoanalytic 
community.  His father was a Bolshevik atheist, and his mother an 
orthodox Jew.  His life mirrors the extremes of his parents.  Much 
of Richards’ unorthodoxy may come from his father, who went to 
the movies on Yom Kippur.  Still, unlike this sad man who lost a 
brother and his mother in the Russian Civil War and saw the failure 
of his dream of a wonderful communist society, Arnie’s life has 
been better, and his zest for life is enormous.  Although Arnold had 
a bar mitzvah, he wandered from his religion and later became pas-
sionate about being Jewish, identifying strongly with Yiddish cul-
ture and language.  A daughter points out that when she was young, 
her father was always curiously asking where his fellow Jews or 
their families were from.   

Richards had a solid psychiatric and psychoanalytic educa-
tion, and he advanced rapidly in the orthodox Freudian New York 
psychoanalytic community after spending time at the Menninger 
Clinic in Kansas.  Arnie fell in love with editing.  First, he had 
turned the dull Bulletin of the American Psychoanalytic Associa-
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tion into the lively The American Psychoanalyst (TAP), and then, 
for a decade, greatly improved JAPA as its editor.  “For those ten 
years, JAPA was my life,” he says (p. 177).  

As noted by Benveniste, Richards has been a maker of 
“good trouble” for necessary change, to use the term of the late 
Congressman John Lewis.  His most important “good trouble” 
started with wanting his psychologist wife, Arlene, to be accepted 
by the New York Psychoanalytic Society (NYPSI).  This led him to 
focus on the psychoanalytic politics of exclusion from the NYPSI.  
Aside from the unfairness of this policy to non-psychiatrists like his 
wife, he pointed out that psychiatrists were no longer opting for 
psychoanalytic training because, as prescribers of drugs, they can 
make $1,000 an hour rather than being paid for one analytic ses-
sion.  To Richards, they are becoming drug dealers.  Without open-
ing up the field to lay analysts, as Freud had wanted, the practice of 
psychoanalysis might have died. 

 One of many unorthodox aspects of this memoir is that his 
children write about the lives of their parents, and his wife suddenly 
interjects as well with her own recollection.  There is no index, but 
his book is adorned with documents, photos, and poems.  I espe-
cially enjoyed his “Father’s Day” poem about his father’s sad life.  
There are various interesting tidbits, such as Marianne Kris being 
the analyst to Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis and Marilyn Monroe.   

Arnold Richards places great hope on the growth of psycho-
analysis in China as it declines as a treatment option in the U.S.  I 
recommend reading this interesting, informative, and insightful 
memoir about a major figure in psychoanalysis and an important 
analytic editor. 

 Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, is editor of this journal whose long-
er bibliography may be found on page 11.    

Bulletin Board 

2024 CONFERENCES: The next Psychohistory Forum Work-In-
Progress seminar will be on September 21st when Constance Benson will 
present “Christian Anti-Semitism in Academia: The Legacy of Nazi The-
ologian Emanuel Hirsch and Ernst Haenchen” (Benson’s presentation 
paper is available on the Psychohistory Forum website).  Following that, 
on November 2nd, we will have a political psychobiographical wrap-up of 
the 2024 U.S. Election with presentations by Paul H. Elovitz et al.  De-
tails will be announced.  Currently, we have a proposal and interested col-
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leagues but not a paper for a seminar on Russian national character.  
Meetings will be virtual or possibly hybrid and announced to the mem-
bership at a later date.  In-person meetings will be at the Lincoln Center 
of Fordham University thanks to Professor Harold Takooshian, who hosts 
them, and each will have a virtual component.  Other presentations are 
currently being planned for 2024.  A Psychohistory Forum Lifetime 
Achievement Awards in Psychohistory is planned for  November 16th 
with the recipients Vamık Volkan, Robert Stolorow, and George At-
wood.  Pr ior  2023 awards were granted to Nancy Chodorow, Carol 
Gilligan, Eva Fogelman, Nancy McWilliams, Peter J. Loewenberg, Rob-
ert Jay Lifton, Alan C. Elms, David R. Beisel, Lawrence J. Friedman, 
Howard F. Stein, Jacques Szaluta, Daniel Dervin, Herbert Barry III, C. 
Fred Alford, David J. Fisher, Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, and William M. 
Runyan. 

The Psychobiography Reading Group of the Research and Publication 
Group of the Psychohistory Forum continues to have its interesting meet-
ings on alternate months with August 3rd (Carl Jung chapter by Atwood 
and Stolorow in Faces in the Cloud) and October 19th being confirmed.  
The German Society for Psychohistory and Political Psychology 
(Gesellschaft für Psychohistorie und Politische Psychologie—GPPP) con-
ference will be held in mid-May 2025 in Klagenfur t, Austr ia, and on 
Zoom; the IPhA’s 48th Annual conference will be held virtually on May 
23-25, 2025; at the IPhA’s May 31-June 2, 2024, conference, the fol-
lowing Forum members were presenters, panelists, or modera-
tors: Jerome Blackman, Nina Cerfolio, Marc-André Cotton, Brigitte 
Demeure, Paul H. Elovitz, Ken Fuchsman, Anna Geifman, Gabriela 
Gustia, Susan Kavaler-Adler, Dorothea Leicher, Sheila Levi, Ruth 
Litmaer, Jun Lu, Kevin McGinnis, Karyne Messina, Peter Petschau-
er, Ken Rasmussen, Inna Rozentsvit, Jeffrey Rubin, Mac Runyan, 
Charlotte Schwartz, Susan Seperson, Howard Stein, Charles 
Strozier, and Richard Wood; the Association for  the Psychoanalysis 
of Culture and Society (APCS) will be on  October 23-25, 2025, at Rut-
gers with the possibility of a second conference in June in London; the 
International Society for Political Psychology’s (ISPP) meeting will be in 
July 2025; and the Interdisciplinary Conference of the Forum for  
Psychoanalytic Education (IFPE) will meet on October 17-19, 2024, in 
Seattle.   

PSYCHOHISTORICAL SCHOLARSHIP: Congratulations to Dor-
othea Leicher for her presentation, “Psychohistory And Its Correlation 
With Modern Psychoanalysis,” in Philadelphia on May 30th and Judith 
Harris for  her  presentation, “Psychoanalysis & Poetic Process: An 
evening of poetry and discussion with Judith Harris” in July.  Congratula-
tions to Joyce Rosenberg, who received a Doctor of Ministry on May 2nd 
from Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. 

CONGRATULATIONS ON BOOKS: David Beisel and Irene Javors’ 
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Forging New Paths: Reflections on History, Culture & Psyche (2024, 
Amazon); Jorgelina Corbatta’s Psychoanalysis and Narrative: Literature, 
Film and Psychoanalysis (2024, Routledge); John J. Hartman’s Marching 
in Montgomery: A Memoir of the Civil Rights Movement (2024, IP-
Books); Peter Petschauer’s Seasons –– of Life and of Understanding 
(2024, Amazon); Howard Stein’s Standing in the Chaos (2024, IPBooks); 
and Richard Wood’s Psychoanalytic Reflections on V ladimir Putin: The 
Cost of Malignant Leadership (2024, Routledge).  Congratulations to 
Karyne Messina for her forthcoming book The Power of Community: A 
45 Day Action Plan to Stop Trump from Turning our Democracy into His 
Autocracy (2024).  DEATHS: Member/presenter  Kenneth Gross un-
expectedly died in April, age 71, from complications of pancreatitis.   

WELCOME NEW MEMBERS: Brian Haensly, Kurt Jacobsen, Mar-
ian Marguiles, Adam Sacks, Susanne Seperson, Herbert Weiner, and 
Sandra Wilda-Padilla.  To our  International Electronic Members, we 
have added Sheila Levi.  THANKS: To Lifetime Member Candace 
Orcutt; Platinum Members David James Fisher and Mary Peace Sullivan; 
Benefactors Peter Barglow, Tom Ferraro, Eva Fogelman, Peter Loewen-
berg, Jamshid Marvasti, and Inna Rozentsvit; Patrons James William An-
derson, Daniel Benveniste, Desy Safán-Gerard, Paul H. Elovitz, John J. 
Fitzpatrick, Ken Fuchsman, Susan Kavaler-Adler, Ruth Lijtmaer, Judith 
Logue, Alice Lombardo Maher, Denis O’Keefe, Joyce Rosenberg, Dean 
Simonton, Jacques Szaluta, and Duke Wagner; and Members Jerome 
Blackman, Sue Erikson Bloland, Ira Brenner, Jim Clark, Mary Coombs, 
Janice Barry Edwards, Mitchell Elovitz, Hannah Hahn, John Hartman, 
Kurt Jacobsen, Marian Marguiles, E. Ethelbert Miller, Susan Nimmanhe-
minda, Joseph Ponterotto, Ken Rasmussen, Adam Sacks, Charlotte 
Schwartz, Talia Shafir, Pamela Steiner, Lynne Tenbusch, Hanna Turken, 
Herbert Weiner, Mark West, and Sandra Wilder-Padilla.  Our special 
thanks for thought-provoking materials to Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi, 
Paul H. Elovitz, Tom Ferraro, Anna Geifman, Hannah Hahn, Judith Har-
ris, Juhani Ihanus, Dorothea Leicher, Karyne Messina, Elaine H. Olaoye, 
Peter W. Petschauer, Arnold D. Richards, Inna Rozentsvit, Jeffrey B. Ru-
bin, Adam Sacks, Krystyna Sanderson, Holger Schumacher, Jack 
Schwartz, Howard Stein, and Richard Wood.  To Nicole D’Andria for 
editing, proofing, and Publisher 2016 software application, and Professor 
Paul Salstrom and Gospel Nnadi for proofing.  Our special thanks to our 
authors, editors, and numerous overworked referees who must remain 
anonymous.  

We Wish to Thank Our Talented Authors, Diligent, 

Hard-working, and Prompt Editors, and Our  

Loyal Referees Who Must Remain Anonymous. 
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Clio’s Psyche Call for Papers on 

Psychoanalytic Reflections on Animals and 
Pets in Our Lives 

Winter 2025 Issue 

(Papers due 10/01/2024) 
 

Some possible psychoanalytic/psychological topics to 
write about include: 

 Why do people love, cherish, or have fears/phobias about 
animals beloved by others? 

 Are pets and zoo animals transitional objects? 

 What do animals teach us about life, death and mourning? 

 What makes Disney animal characters (Mickey Mouse, et 
al.) so appealing? 

 The social dynamic between humans and animals: pets as 
family members 

 The power of social media to shape or alter peoples’ atti-
tudes about pets and animals 

 Reflections on different national and cultural attitudes to-
ward animals 

 Animals in war & in the healing process from trauma & war 

 Why do some misanthropic people bond with animals? 

 Zoos today, throughout history, and on TV 

 What humans learn from our fellow mammals 

 Psychobiographical explorations of famous people 
(presidents) and their pets 

 Differences between pets and/or working animals 

 Television shows focused on animals (e.g., Lassie, Rin Tin 
Tin, and Fury) 

 Depictions of animals in books, cinema, humor, poems, 
songs, and on screens 

We seek articles from 1,000-2,500 words—including a 

25 to 50-word abstract, 7-10 keywords, and your brief biog-
raphy ending in your e-mail address—by 10/01/2024.  Case 

studies are encouraged.  Send articles as attached Microsoft 
Word documents (*.docx) files to cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com 

or https://cliospsyche.org/submit-your-article.  




